
Between Presence and Absence: 
Sayantan Mukhopadhyay Interviews Jay Stern 

Curator Sayantan Mukhopadhyay speaks with artist Jay Stern about Slow Opening, Stern’s exhibition currently
on view at NOON Projects through February 8, 2025. Their conversation explores themes of eroticism, desire,
and queerness—often evoked in the absence of the body—while also tracing artistic influences from Stern’s
adopted home of Maine, including Marsden Hartley and Lois Dodd. Stern reflects on the intimate residue of
objects, the shifting role of landscape in his work, and the idea of queerness as a process rather than a fixed
state. Together, they consider the power of ambiguity, memory, and the act of revisiting an image, a place, or a
moment.

Sayantan Mukhopadhyay: Talk to me about the title, Slow Opening.

Jay Stern: Initially, I wanted to make a love-oriented show about romance and collaboration; connection and
partnership. Instead of trying to make a show about my connection to everything around me in a romantic or
sensual sense, the work evolved into an exploration of my own body and orientation to those themes. The
closing and retracting of vulnerability had me thinking about the breath— this breathing mechanism that also
speaks to the repetitive nature of the domestic experience.



SM: I think that there's something beautiful about the form of the verb that you've used. It's a gerund, which
means it is in process. There’s a temporal element. We are often hellbent on moments of crystallization, but
queer theory has taught us so much about process. Jose Esteban Muñoz has said queer politics has to exist
towards a horizon: it has to move us forward; there has to be momentum.

There's an eroticism in the title. We've talked a lot about the place of eroticism, desire, and sexuality but in the
absence of the body. I know that's very important for you. Can you talk to me a little bit about that?

JS: Yes. I think because I am not always using the body in my work, I have to find other ways to represent my
experience. Sex is an interesting theme within gay culture because I do believe sexual desire can be portrayed in
ways that don’t always need the body to function or tell a story. In the absence of the body, it feels like there are
some real challenges but also vast opportunities to “portray”. Often my best work emits a similar vibe to that of
a portrait, but is built up of different parts and speaks to the arrival and journey within a destination fueled by
desire.

The queer figurative movement has also allowed me to question how we define queerness, using other
attributes to communicate, and how we can define queer lenses within a work of art without the body. Perhaps
we can’t? I suppose that’s the question I am hoping to answer.



SM: That's a fantastic question.

You called it a movement but I don't think It has been historicized as such yet by art historians. I know for a
fact that 20 years from now, there are going to be little PhD students who are going to look back at this
moment in American painting to study it.

JS: Can you share some thoughts on the body and its representation in figuration currently?

SM: I think the body is of course incredibly powerful. I think the reason why artists like Salman Toor, Doron
Langberg and Christina Quarles have arisen together in a moment is entangled with the #MeToo movement,
Black Lives Matter, the global pandemic– the havoc it has wrought on our sense of interpersonal connection.
I'm unsurprised that the body has become a focus because it is a locus for experience, and of course
experiences of difference.

Yet your paintings show that perception transcends the body. There’s something deeply sexy about the plate
and fork in “Dinner at Michael’s.” It gestures to a body now absent. I think about your laundry paintings, too,
because clothes have an intimate relationship with the wearer, but we don't know where that wearer is in your
frame. The clothes are the residue of our lives.



JS: I love that, thank you. The residue of our lives. I feel like residue is something as the artist I have to add
carefully that is only really seen or felt if someone is actually looking. Like a lens added to something to slightly
skew or shift a perspective, or hint to a gestural form that feels fleeting.

SM: I like how you’re talking about the lens. Can you tell me about your relationship to the camera? I know that
it was probably perhaps more present in some of your earlier work. What's your relationship now?

JS: On a practical level, I have no other choice but to use the lens to document and bring the source of a thing to
the forefront. The lens is also used to abstract, layer, and bring the viewer (and myself) further away from the
thing I am trying to present. This can either feel like hammering a bent nail and sometimes feels like warm butter
sliding off a knife, just depends. Nonetheless, I rely on the lens and its ability to hinder the source from being too
loud and also still allowing some of that source image or images to make their presence known.

SM: The residue.

JS: Yes, the word residue is really right because it speaks to time and history, which feel important in my work. I
think my tabletop paintings hold both loss and a care for history or resurfacing at the same time.

SM: I think of “Summer Symphony” and what is really evocative to me in this image is that the cups and the
mason jar with the water–all of these have traces of the people who've touched them.



JS: Ya, but those people are gone. Or, are they about to enter the painting? Or, does their timing matter? I feel
like this work is “post-human,” hopeful but quiet.

SM: Your work has always been suffused with nostalgia for me. There’s something so beautiful about what we've
left behind in a moment. That's not to say we won't come back to it. I think that's the hope that's written into
your work, I think that it’s really important that it can be re-entered.

JS: I’m happy you think so too. I like to think about them as quiet but active places and being able to re-enter
creates hope in the work is interesting. I don’t think I ever want to let go of something 100%, which speaks to
that option of re-entry. It's about reality and the unreal, this dancing between the two is pretty important I
think.



SM: This is definitely one of my favorite things about your work. There’s an example of an older work where you
were really messing with space. You collaged multiple source images from photos, making it quite clear to the
viewer what you were doing. But then I think that has been a lot more subtle in your work. You enter your space
as though on unsteady ground.

You and I have talked a lot about Sarah Ahmed and her conception of queer phenomenology. A queer
orientation means nothing is offered to you head-on. It is angled; it is indirect; it comes from askance. You have
to look once, twice, three times before you’ve read the space.

JS: Like cruising or the queer gaze. It’s an interaction about recognition.

SM: And it's furtive. In one of the works in the show “As We Are” here at the Portland Museum of Art, you have
painted an oblique view. I still have to look at it closely to make sense of it. It's that invitation and re-invitation
for viewers where you're not trying to give everyone everything all at once.

JS: That’s nice to hear. I’m aware that my work is made out of an effort to secure or immortalize. Due to the
nature of that pursuit, the connection to the visual object is so essential in surfacing a familiarity but also an
abstraction. This interplay helps in that entry/re-entry, it’s enough of the unreal that additional visits help
solidify. Like seeing a work of art in a museum and then finding it at another museum years later. It’s refreshing,
it's reliable, and it’s a relationship. The same with a song you haven’t heard in a long while, it situates you, puts
you in your own history. The shape-shift, the desire for repetition but the understanding that the cycle
continues.

I love this from Monet, “The illusion of an endless whole, a wave with no horizon and no shore.” Everything is
constant but also no horizon in sight. Feels a bit like the queer experience in that we are always morphing and
changing but we don’t ever have to suffice to a destination.

SM: The rules have been undone for us and that’s freeing.

JS: Yes, I feel grateful to live an undone life. I think the idea of “opening” exists in the undoing.

SM: I think that that is a nod to the fact that I think a lot of queer politics involves breaking things before they
can be repaired because systems were never created for our survival. So it's about kind of breaking what's
given to us and then reconstituting it with the fragments. I think that's what you're maybe doing in your work.

JS: Correct, the plate painting does this the best. That one came quickly, usually I have to break things a lot more
times in my work for something exciting to occur but that one slid off my brush.

SM: You are four years deep into your move to Maine. That's something that we share as recent arrivals. What
role does Maine as a place have for you now?



SM: No.

JS: Welliver painted people in canoes, usually pairs of people and after studying them, I felt they were holding
too much easeful joy. I am mostly a happy person but these works I could not relate to, or I felt confused about
their direction. So I stripped the canoes of their paddles and people and collaged them together in a scene that
had them going every which way. It’s like Hartley with the seagull, although I would never skew anything Hartley
ever did, Ha ha.

SM: I didn't even notice that there were no paddles. My colleague here at the PMA, Ramey Mize, who is our
associate curator of American art, has encouraged me to think about the place of canoes in the history of
settler American landscape painting. The canoe is often painted into water scenes with no recognition for the
histories of colonization that allowed it to become a part of our visual lexicon.

I love that in your painting that they're you've ridded it of the thing that gives the canoe its direction: no oar,
no paddle. We're sort of flailing.



JS: Haha, yes we are. It’s really fun if you can allow it. I am working on it.

SM: So I have to ask about Lois Dodd.

JS: Yes, you mean, the queen? Lois really helped create a glossary for me visually in Maine. Her work feels both
effortless and that she took a journey to find what she painted. She helped me understand the static active and
still ways that Maine’s landscape visually operates, she is full of tricks and I think I can recognize them. I mean
that with all due respect and therefore, I feel close to her work. I like that her work feels both voyeuristic and
curious and very much clearly the thing she is hoping to present. It’s remarkable how so many of my peers in
Maine and throughout feel inspired or a kinship to her. Her work feels unafraid yet sensitive.

Lois will always be in my back pocket but I think I have found a way to forge my own path. Similarly, my body in
nature, just like her. Nature's vastness really does hug you sometimes in Maine but often it's overwhelming
which is why I have started to collage and sprinkle man-made objects into these landscape paintings. Do you
find nature comforting?

SM: It’s something I think about a lot now that I live in Maine, the most rural state in the country after Vermont.
In LA, which is where I spent the majority of my adult years up until now, I find there's a really beautiful
integration of nature into city life. You have everything a global city has to offer, in addition to the mountains
and the beach.

That was a really incredible balance for me that worked. I find the quiet of Maine to be somewhat daunting at
times. In that quietude, you find a lot of loneliness. We have a lot of crutches available to us in more urban
landscapes so a place like Maine really challenges you to find that self-love that everyone in LA is talking
about. You really have to practice it in Maine.

JS: That does speak to the title of my show. There can be a sense of emptiness in the opening too that if you play
it just right can either feel well, lonely, or a practice.

SM: Yes, “Slow Opening.” The vulnerability of opening yourself up to love what's inside, too.

A lot of queer painters rely on figures to express a social form of love, but for your work there is an intimacy of
the self. It’s what is so powerful about your work at this moment.

JS: Thank you. That does relate to Lois Dodd, but I must bring in my favorite gay uncle, Marsden Hartley.

SM: Yes. Oh my god, Marsden.

JS: He was lonely.

SM: Yeah, you can see it in his work.

JS I'm okay if there's a little bit of sorrow in my paintings, or real emotion like I feel from him. The way his
landscape paintings aren’t just landscapes but poems too. Makes me believe that the power of expression lives
inside and needs to be released. Those paintings hold multitudes.



SM: I don't think I've ever, in all the months of knowing you now, have seen a work on paper and you have
multiple drawings in the show. Can you tell me about that medium?

JS: It’s developing. I actually had them hiding in a notebook and found them when selecting for this show and
was like hmm? Someone even used the word draftsman for them, which I thought was nice.



SM: Yeah, they're like blueprints.

JS: Yeah, drawing has allowed me to break up space in a different way that feels almost more abstract. There's a
different style of control that the brush and the pencil do not share that is fun for me to play with and pace is
not the same between the two mediums. Matthew Wong is someone who inspires me in regards to how he broke
up and understands how to read the landscape in a way I find kinship to, also like Milton Avery or Diebenkorn.
There’s a bit more planning in the drawings because I make them all plein air.

I have a question for you. What’s your relationship to objects? You are someone who has moved around a lot and
held many different lives, are objects something you hold close or are they a signifier of change? Do they
breathe for you?

SM: You know, it's funny that you should ask that. I was just bemoaning the other day that in all my travels–
which I did a lot of in my 20s–I didn’t collect many things. I was looking around my apartment, now in my mid-
30s and perhaps wanting to feel more settled, and I found very few talismans of my past. I think when I was
younger, I was worried about accumulating trash. Perhaps I’m more sentimental now but I’m sad I don’t have
more souvenirs. The word souvenir of course comes from the French for “to remember.” But I like to think that
just because I don’t have the objects doesn’t mean I don’t have memories.

JS: It’s interesting when an object is used to initiate a memory, but, I agree that you don’t need to have them to
feel them. But the objects maybe just help you along.

SM: I now wear a lot of family heirlooms. A ring my mom was given by her best friend; a necklace made from my
mom’s wedding jewelry.

JS: The physicality of jewelry must feel nice. Connects you to those people.

SM: Exactly exactly. I didn't feel the need for it before and then maybe this is a part of getting older.

JS: Can I read you a poem to close this out? It’s an excerpt from a poem by Lisel Mueller.

“I will not return to a universe of objects that don’t know each other,
as if islands were not the lost children of one great continent. The world
is flux, and light becomes what it touches, becomes water, lilies on water,
above and below water, becomes lilac and mauve and yellow
and white and cerulean lamps, small fists passing sunlight
so quickly to one another that it would take long, streaming hair inside my brush to catch it.
To paint the speed of light!”

SM: Beautiful. It's making me tear up.

JS: Oh, good. Before I started making the work for this show, a regular customer at a cafe in Maine I used to work
at, dropped off a piece of paper and someone stashed it on the back table. This poem was written on the paper
and I really like that life keeps giving me little clues.
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Contributed by Mark Wethli / Jay Stern’s paintings of domestic interiors and landscapes, now on view in his solo exhibition at Grant
Wahlquist Gallery in Portland, Maine, invite us into familiar worlds but take us there in unexpected ways. The first time I saw his
work – a series of paintings of a wooden drying rack – I admired how he transformed this humble, intimate household object into
something iconic and worthy of attention. On a formal level, I was impressed by how the diamond pattern of the rack’s design served
as a strong compositional framework, not unlike a trellis for an array of color patches whose abstract shapes, painterly shorthand, and
understated yet luminous tonalities amplify our sense of the paintings’ warmth, intimacy, and human connection.

Shortly after Leo Stein, the American expatriate and art collector, acquired Matisse’s Woman with a Hat in 1905, his sister, Gertrude
Stein, was showing it to a friend in their Paris apartment. As they were looking at the painting, her housekeeper happened by and
remarked, disdainfully, “Look what he’s done to that beautiful woman,” upon which Stein commented to her friend, “Notice she said
beautiful woman.” This anecdote sums up not only how modern painters introduced new means of representation but also how
viewers innately, if unwittingly, adapted to them. Walter Murch, Jr., in his illuminating book In the Blink of an Eye, makes a similar
observation about how readily and surprisingly the first film audiences accepted film editing, with its sudden cuts between scenes and
camera angles. They might well have spurned these effects as too jarring, yet they found them both coherent and mesmerizing.

https://www.amazon.com/Blink-Eye-2nd-PerspectIve-Editing-ebook/dp/B08LS9WHW3


Jay Stern’s paintings employ a comparably disruptive visual language to similar effect. Composed of fragments of lapidary color
reminiscent of stained glass, tile work, or frames in a film, they draw our attention to the mechanics of the painting even as they
convince us of its veracity. This conscious process of visual interpretation energizes the act of seeing and activates our connection to
the paintings’ meaning and content.

Stern’s sun-dappled interiors — rich with idiosyncratic objects and telling details, tantamount to ersatz portraits of their occupants —
are quietly dazzling to the eye. Their dramatic contrasts of light and color bring to mind a daylight version of film noir: visually
seductive patterns of light and dark with a tinge of mystery. While the paintings are devoid of visible figures, their presence is strongly
implied, not least by our self-awareness as onlookers. Stern’s paintings give us, like house-sitters without fear of being noticed,
permission to explore this environment freely and voyeuristically, gathering clues about its occupants, their lives, and their loves.



An exception to the absent figure is Forever Suspended in a Doorway (Self Portrait), in which a schematic self-portrait, reflected in a
mirror, appears in the center panel even as its ghostly or provisional quality also suggests absence. Just underneath it is another
fragmentary figurative element, the curious image of three hands resting on a stove top. Below this is what appears to be a dishtowel
hanging on an oven handle, though it might also be the cropped midsection of a partial figure, dressed in jeans similar in color to the
blues on the shirt cuffs just above it. If so, this spectral figure, standing at the stove, would align perfectly with the portrait in the
mirror, completing this fragmentary apparition subtly but convincingly.



The repeated right hand in the mysterious group of three — reminiscent of the disembodied hands in Fra Angelico’s The Mocking of
Christ – also presses the question of simultaneous realities and overlapping timelines while also imparting a symbolic, ritualistic, and
metaphysical aura to the painting; an effect underscored by its tripartite, altarpiece-like format. Seen through a different lens, the
compartmentalized bulletin board structure of the composition; the various types, tropes, and ambiguities of representation; the
pictures within pictures; the perspective games; and Stern’s clear delight in the painting’s tessellated facture could also prompt
comparisons to an artist as different as Jasper Johns. Like Johns’ work, as well as many of Stern’s other paintings, Forever Suspended
in a Doorway (Self Portrait) presents an array of visual puzzles that both tease and reward the inquisitive viewer.



The element of time can be found in Stern’s other paintings as well. In Early Summer, he captures the effect of looking downward at
the objects in the foreground and then fluidly tilting upward into the distance, suggesting a temporal movement as well as a spatial
one. The half-eaten (and beautifully painted) watermelon in the foreground suggests that someone has just left the scene, providing yet
another time code. As the eye travels up the canvas, a barn-like structure appears in the distance. Its proportions and stately bearing –
as well as elements of its color, brushwork, and simplification –recall Matisse’s views of Notre Dame, which were painted through a
window at a similar angle. There are also similarities in this painting – entirely coincidental – to Matisse’s other interiors, such as
Studio with Goldfish, which likewise move with ease, in a variegated light, between different points of view.



Stern’s landscapes, likewise constructed in a sparkling fugue of shifting viewpoints and positive and negative shapes, have a decidedly
different emotional tenor. If the interiors seem safe, warm, and inclusive, his views of houses seen through the trees feel more
alienated and marginalized, like a queering of the landscape. As in Cezanne’s views of Mont Sainte-Victoire, in which the mountain is
always seen from a distance, the house in House on Mechanic Street and similar paintings feel set apart and perpetually unattainable;
an effect amplified by the unstable ground at our feet. By the same token, the stockade of trees might also suggest containment,
hinting at the confining, stifling, or even threatening aspects of domestic life. Either way, Stern’s landscapes present a more conflicted
relationship with the idea of home than do his interiors, demonstrating his remarkably wide command of psychological expression.



In Birch Point Signs, Stern inverts this relationship, putting the viewer in the position of an inhabitant looking out at the world going
by. Although a formidable gate is swung open, a cluster of signposts blocks any approach. We can’t see what the signs say, but it’s not
hard to imagine that they’re prohibitive. At the same time, the vigorous and fluid brushwork depicting the path itself suggests an
unimpeded but covert movement between the foreground and the background – that is, between the artist (or ourselves) and the
outside world.

This ability to work at two levels at once – the private and the public, the text and the subtext – signals a deftly couched and implicitly
queer perspective in Stern’s work, which nevertheless speaks to anyone whose inner life doesn’t always find connection, affirmation,
or security in the world at large. Stern embodies subtle observations and implicit expressions naturally into the breadth of his image-
making. This is the sign of an enormously gifted and highly sophisticated young painter making a unique, poetic, and socially
significant contribution to contemporary art. It’s exciting to imagine where his work will lead next.

“Jay Stern: Awning,” Grant Wahlquist Gallery, 30 City Center, 2nd Floor, Portland, ME. Through August 17, 2024

About the author: Mark Wethli is a painter and the A. Leroy Greason Professor of Art Emeritus at Bowdoin College.

https://www.grantwahlquist.com/jay-stern-awning
https://www.instagram.com/markwethlistudio/
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