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DAVID HUMPHREY: What strikes me about Judith Simonian’s 
paintings is that she relishes the way paint can slur its way into 
description. Imagery comes in and out of being under her brush. In 
Patio Lounge Chairs, 2013 there’s a gray smear across the foreground. 
It could be a shadow or a frozen pond with painterly flare-ups, maybe 
fish under the water or trash spread across it. Simonian’s brush strokes 
squirm into life. But tell me, Jennifer Coates, what is that black shape 
that’s crashed onto the chairs?

JENNIFER COATES: An asteroid from outer space that destroyed the 
lounging people. The fish are actually splatters of blood and innards 
across the icy water. Maybe the asteroid is the literalization of what 
Simonian does with the brush strokes, making images come in and out 
of presence. The black shape is a stand-in for her artistic impulses that 
carry narrative weight but also obliterate. 

DH: Let’s move on to the beach ball in Beach Ball In Pool, 2015. I see 
somebody with high white boots walking towards the edge of the pool, 
in danger of being splashed.

JC: Is that jumble of circles on the right a collage of grapes pushing into 
the scene? Or is it the action of bubbling that comes off the water? 

DH: I thought it was an artificial grape sculpture from the interior 
of the house that somehow intruded. It wants to join the beach ball 
because they’re morphologically related.

JC: They’ve been having a conversation across the house for years and 
finally the fake bunch of grapes gets to leave the living room. Do you 
think that the woman in the background feels threatened?

DH: She seems pretty snappy, attractively mod. 

JC: But her eyes are open wide. I think it’s shock and awe; she’s 
traumatized. The swimming pool erupted into a magnetic force of 
attraction that brings together shapes with morphological resonance. 

DH: Do you think she’s frightened by what she wants?

JC: I think she feels left out because she’s not a sphere. She wonders 
why she is here. The pool is attracting spheres and maybe the spheres 
that are embedded in her person are now at risk because they might 
leap out of her body and join the party.

DH: Her dress is blue — which could qualify her to be part of the 
watery jumble.

JC: Is the pool a stand in for the painting, for the painting process?

DH: Absolutely, it’s an object with four sides filled with wet stuff that 
promises transformation. If you dive into the pool you could have a 
pleasurable, slightly out of body experience and these paintings are all 
about slurring boundaries. Let’s think about Search Party, 2011. 

JC: These little black person-blobs in the distance could be a search 
party. There is an unidentifiable object in the foreground that looks like 
an abstraction. What if the search party is on the lookout for the least 
legible thing in the painting, the thing hardest to understand? They 
don’t see it. They’re walking in the wrong direction. They’re walking 
towards the pictorial when what they’re actually looking for is this 
abstract entity, closest to us.

DH: But what if they’re fleeing from it. I think you and I have different 
feelings about the indefinable. 

JC: You’re more of a pictorial guy when it comes down to it, 
aren’t you?

DH: Well I wouldn’t go that far.

JC: I think we’re on opposing teams.

DH: And this painting is helping us understand that. There’s a lot of 
shredding going on in these paintings. There’s smearing and dissolution, 
but imagery has been torn out of one context and dropped into others. 
The object in the foreground of Search Party is like an alien shard. The 
bits of paint that splatter across its surface are intruders from another 
dimension.

Search Party



JC: Maybe the picture is frustrated with itself. There are clawing, 
spattered outbursts, as if the picture is uncomfortable. It’s funny to 
think about the paint-bits as residue of the artist’s behavior, as though 
Simonian was punishing the painting for being so rowdy. 

DH: I think that’s why the people want to get out.

JC: They’re at risk.

DH: Well, do you want to leave this chilly place and go to the warmer 
Fleshy Pink Room, 2014?

JC: It reminds me of Florine Stettheimer in a nice way.

DH: Yes, it’s very civilized and girlishly cozy like a Florine interior. 
What’s that green shape in the foreground?

JC: It’s a crotch.

DH: The bathing suit area of the painting?

JC: It’s a point of entry that also blocks. And look, there’s a nocturnal 
cityscape or dark, blurred street scene beneath it. There are two opposing 
situations: the warm and well-lit interior and an encroaching threat. 

DH: That red area behind the green couch looks like it’s smoldering. 
There’s a weather system blowing across this painting that changes 
while you look at it. 

JC: People must be having sex behind the couch. 

DH: Really?

JC: That’s the only thing I’m thinking. 

DH: Do you want them to be having sex?

JC: There is a radiant, fiery action back there and the couch is nudging 
in: it wants to participate. 

DH: It does seem a little agitated. Are we projecting fantasies into 
this painting? 

JC: Her painterly expressiveness invites us to. These are fun paintings. 

DH: (laughing)

JC: Let’s move on to my favorite, Snow Cone, 2014. Simonian 
mentioned it is based on a porcelain piece from the Met. I love that the 
central image is in a state of fragmentary ruin but the shadow it casts 
is of an intact object with little handles on the sides. She has caused an 
apocalyptic landscape to descend upon it, annihilating its edges and 
removing its handles — which I think is really unfair.

DH: You just said everything that I wanted to say about this painting. 
But I could add that the white shape at the top of the porcelain 
artifact seems like a sharp blade that has ripped a portal into the top 
of the image.

JC: Do you think the object caused damage to itself and to its 
surroundings?

DH: Yes, like a tool with agency.

JC: Can we extrapolate from that and say this is what artworks do, 
what artists do?

DH: Artists rip and tear to make new contexts. Maybe this white shape 
is an artist surrogate, kind of fancy and kind of wounded.

JC: Kind of dangerous, a liar. “I cast a shadow that suggests I am 
something other than what you see before you, and yet I’m in possession 
of a blank for you to project onto and besmirch.”

DH: Well, we should aspire to that as artists, I suppose, even if it comes 
with a cost. What is the cost? Maybe our sense of wholeness.

David Humphrey is an artist and writer based in New York. He is represented by 
Fredericks Freiser Gallery and teaches at Columbia University. He is also the author of 
“Blind Handshake” and had a column in Art Issues magazine for many years.

Jennifer Coates is also an artist and writer based in New York. She recently had a two 
person show at Valentine Gallery with Tom Burckhardt. She currently writes for Time Out 
New York and has also published reviews in Art in America and The Brooklyn Rail.
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