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On a breezy afternoon in mid-July, Leah Levy hosted Karl Haendel and 

Robin Clark at The Jay DeFeo Foundation in Berkeley, California.  With 

drawings by Haendel and DeFeo close at hand, they discussed the 

upcoming show at Mitchell-Innes & Nash.

CLARK: Karl, what are some of the correspondences you see between 

your drawings and Jay’s?

HAENDEL: Foremost, I would say that labor is an important element for 

both of us. Just basic time spent working. It’s a fundamental aspect of 

drawing; especially if you are making dense drawings, it’s a slow process. 

All the hours I spend in my studio drawing, I do think of it as work. But 

I’m not sure it’s labor in the sense that Marx would define it. Like, it’s 

sympathetically aligned with real labor, but it’s not real labor.  

LEVY:  In the blue-collar sense of what work means.

HAENDEL:  Right. It’s unalienated labor. For Marx, if you build a stool in 

your own shop and then you go to the town square and you sell it, you’re 

not alienated from your labor. So maybe I’m not alienated from my labor 

because I’m not working on an assembly line or sitting at a computer in 

a cubicle. Modern labor, blue-collar labor, is alienated labor. And I have a 

real connection to the products of my labor, so it’s different. 

LEVY: I’ve read where you say that you “make your living drawing.” So that 

work is connected to survival and income. There are as many definitions 

of work as there are for time.

HAENDEL:  It is work—that’s why I’m wearing this wrist brace on my 

hand! But I wonder if the fact that a person can make his living making 

drawings in the 21st century is an aberrative symptom of late capitalism or 

a subversive crack in it. And of course there are other aspects to time in 

relation to drawing. There is a ritualistic and meditative aspect to what we 

could call “a daily practice of drawing.” I think Jay and I both share that 

kind of daily practice.  

LEVY: There are many points of comparison. Karl and I spent a day together 

a few months ago. Listening and watching him look at these drawings was 

fascinating to me. I learned a lot about Jay’s work from that.

HAENDEL:  One thing I notice when looking at her drawings is the way 

she creates depth. Often in drawing you create depth in one of two ways 

and they are both optical—through the interplay of light and dark tones, 

which is the modernist way, or through converging lines, which is basically 

perspective, which is the Renaissance way. You rarely find the creation of 

material depth through the surface accumulation of graphite in a pencil 

drawing. You find that in painting often as impasto, and we know that 

she did that in her paintings a lot—most famously in The Rose, where 

the surface is almost excavated. In drawing you have line, and adding 

lines together creates tone, and tone can create illusionistic space. But 

it’s usually not material accumulation, because there’s just not that much 

physical stuff in a pencil or in charcoal or in ink. The layers are so thin that 

while they may optically suggest layering, physically they are pretty much 

all just one thin layer. However, you can see in a lot of these drawings that 

she made an attempt to physically separate layers of graphite or charcoal 

and accumulate depth through overlaying these layers. She’s trying to push 

the graphite off the paper into your space. To begin with, she uses a hard-

press paper. I’m all about hard-press paper myself, which takes in less 

graphite than a soft-press paper, so more of the drawing medium is going 

to stay on the surface. But you see this sheen on the paper? She sprayed 

the blank surface with a clear coat of something before she began, so that 

prevents the medium even more from getting in the tooth of the paper. 

And then she applies a solvent in some areas, which lifts off the graphite 

layer so it floats above the paper surface. And then it kind of coalesces 

and settles back down after the solvent dries, creating a separate layer 

of material above the underlying layer. Repeating this a number of times, 

with charcoal or pencil work in between, creates a unique dimensionality. 

You can see the solvent here—

LEVY:  In that drawing there’s a pooling of the fluid, which reveals  

that process.

CLARK:  And also a striation. She’s digging into it, too, right?

LEVY:  She is definitely emphasizing the lines, so that you see them almost 

as carving. There’s a texture to these that is palpable. Especially when 

you’re seeing them unframed, as we are today. Part of her reason for 

preparing the paper with layers of sprayed acrylic was to fortify the sheet 

for the intense and repeated pencil pressure and erasing she anticipated.

CLARK:  Earlier you were saying that your understanding of the way she’s 

treating graphite is something similar to the way that she uses pigments as 

a painter. But then there’s also something very sculptural about these, too, 

because of the way that she is massing and molding and scraping and … 

I mean, the way that she’s building and treating this texture is almost like 

ceramics.

LEVY:  She is raising the physical surface of the drawing off the paper. And 

very often there’s a sheen that gives you that sense of dimension. In a lot of 

her work, there’s both shine and matte, which I see in Karl’s work too—the 

medium gives a shine, a texture—not only physically but visually.

HAENDEL:  You can see it in this drawing, Cat. Graphite will become shiny 

when it accumulates, especially with softer pencils. So if you want to make 

something really dark, you can’t go too soft. I hardly ever use higher than 

a 6-B, because after that they become so shiny that they end up acting 

like lighter pencils. You can even make a drawing using a very soft pencil, 

like a 9-B, and actually reverse the tones and use the glare or shine as 

the highlights. Which is all a bit convoluted and backwards, but I think 

Jay sometimes used those techniques to her advantage. I did something 

counterintuitive with the dark tones in Cat. This could’ve been a much 

flatter black, which would have spatially made more sense, but I wanted 

to make the space confusing and the surface a little more interesting, so I 

made lots of hash marks in all different directions. 

LEVY:  There’s a mystery in that drawing until you figure out the image is 

a cat, and then there’s a next level of mystery about what is the cat’s hair. 

Because where it gets black, it seems to take over the whole space.

CLARK:  The positive-negative pull of it is interesting, but I’m also seeing 

that some of the textural things that are happening in what is probably not 

the cat’s body but the space, the dark space around it (or the dark material 

around it, if it’s resting on something), kind of echoes or mirrors the texture 

of the fur, right?

HAENDEL:  Right. Pencils are really good at becoming other things, in 

a descriptive way, like becoming cat hair or wood or foliage. I’m always 
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thinking about what you can do with a pencil, but usually I don’t foreground 

it much, because that kind of formal exploration is not the primary concern 

of my work. Considering Jay’s drawings while working on this show, though, 

I spent more time than usual thinking about process and formal questions, 

which was interesting.

LEVY:  Which of your works for the exhibition can you show us as examples 

of that? 

HAENDEL:  Let’s look at 1990s Phone. Maybe the thing that most interested 

me in Jay’s work, or most attracted me to it, was the way that her line is 

both itself (a process, a mark) and is also in service of a representation. 

As a result, her images are in flux, they are in the process of becoming 

or unbecoming. The lines are scattered, then come together to form an 

image, and then kind of fall back apart. And it’s a thing that I’ve been 

interested in with my own work, how lines can be both themselves and in 

service of a representation, but I wouldn’t do it all in one drawing, because 

I’m a little more analytical. Instead, I would put a representational drawing 

in an installation next to a drawing derived from a process. Jay’s work feels 

more spontaneous in the way she let her lines have a dual nature. So in 

1990s Phone, for example, I figured I could leave some of it unrendered 

and let the lines turn back into just lines.

LEVY:  Some of the phone cord has deep shading and then some is more 

notational, which echoes one of the things you pointed out when you first 

started looking at Jay’s work—how interesting it was to find places that she 

just left unfinished.

HAENDEL:  Yes. It’s really common in her work for the things to flatten out, 

for what we traditionally consider the subject to never fully find form and to 

just fall apart and become the background. They are so spatially confused, 

which is remarkable and not easy to do.  

LEVY: Something else that you pointed to that was fun to see through your 

eyes are the many cases in which she centralized the image. DeFeo does 

talk about her overall interest in a figure floating in space. But Karl’s way 

of describing Jay’s approach was to say she was “afraid of the edges.” Of 

course, as you look at the works in this exhibition, that isn’t always the 

case. There are works where the pages are fully used. Even so, that notion 

of what you’re seeing as a centralized portrait and what she talks about as 

a figure in space is something she does throughout her career. From very 

early work to very late work. In Karl’s work, there’s isolation and a stillness.  

Even when someone’s playing the piano, there’s no sense of movement. 

The drawings are like snapshots. It’s as if a moment had been captured in 

time. Whereas with DeFeo, there is a sense, in many cases, of kineticism. 

HAENDEL: I did say she was “scared of the edge”! But it’s more like she’s 

edge-averse, which is something I notice throughout her work. It might just 

be taste. It might be an aversion to a certain type of composition or a desire 

not to have to concentrate on composition, or maybe something thematic 

about centrality or isolation, as Leah mentioned, that she was repeatedly 

drawn to. But in my drawings I play with the paper edge a lot. Less in this 

show, but I often use the edge itself to compose, which calls attention to 

the fact that the paper is a physical thing, which is most apparent in my 

shaped drawings. Or sometimes I use the edge as a cropping device, 

like a photographer uses the frame. In Ray Charles’ Hands (pgs. 18-19)  

I zoomed in and used the edge in this way, which helps create that arrested 

motion. And of course it’s unfinished, so that suggests a stoppage of time 

also. But in the rubber bands or the phone drawing, I went with Jay’s 

composition, which is field and then centered subject—edge-averse.

This rubber band tangle is something I have drawn many times. I have 

an affection towards certain images that repeatedly come back in my 

work. A concept I must repeat. Some of it is probably unconscious—like 

hands keep showing up in my work, probably because they represent 

labor. And Jay too has an affection towards objects, repeated objects that 

come back over and over again. The objects she chooses, to me they 

are very interesting, because they’re in-between objects. They’re mildly 

metaphorical. They’re metaphorical, but she could have chosen more 

metaphorical objects, objects that are more heavy-handed and have more 

implications, like a gun. But then there are also objects that an artist could 

Karl Haendel  Cat, 2017 (detail)

Karl Haendel  1990s Phone, 2017 (detail)
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use that are almost stripped of their metaphorical meaning, like a wine 

bottle, so it could be just about process. Think of Cézanne with his apples. 

But she is attracted to these perfectly in-between things that often relate 

tangentially to the body. For example, the water goggles (pg. 21). The 

goggles are odd objects in that they are not overly metaphorically weighed 

down, but they’re too specific to be just a thing that you draw. So they’re 

an in-between object.

LEVY:  She was taking swimming lessons at the time she chose to use the 

water goggles as a model.

HAENDEL:  Well, besides keeping water out of her eyes, she recognized—

hey, these goggles have the thing for me that I need.  

LEVY:  Absolutely. And she photographed them. And like you, it would 

appear, she used those photographs as models for some of the drawings. 

Undoubtedly, they also reference her large 4 x 8 foot drawing The Eyes 

from 1958. 

HAENDEL: I try to look for images for their prospective in-betweenness, for 

the possibility of metaphorical instability, while still keeping their thingness 

intact. Like, they’re themselves, plus they can be something else. 

LEVY:  For Jay there’s something very personal about all of it. As with Karl, 

there are certain themes and shapes that she goes for. We were talking 

before about the classical drape and how much that appears in both your 

work and Jay’s, consciously or not. But she was very much interested 

in the quotidian and the fragmented as well. There’s something about a 

bifurcated object, a broken object, one that’s been recreated, manipulated, 

changed, played with. There’s a lot of that in her work, including her art 

historical references. She doesn’t copy them literally; she turns them into 

something else. I’m fascinated by the way you use objects, because your 

range is very broad. And hers, in a way, is more limited, more familiar.

HAENDEL:  It’s true that her objects are more focused and mine broad, 

but I think we are both involved in the creation of a language. Hers was 

probably just more personal. I guess I’m more overt about it. I am explicitly 

trying to build my own language of concepts/terms/images. Let’s say 

the power cord is one of those. It’s a web, a weave, a tangle. So once 

introduced, the power cord is now a useful “term” in my language. I can 

use it in an installation if I want to talk about confusion or entanglement. 

Or it could be about electricity, the spark, creativity. Maybe it’s about 

computers, being “plugged in,” energy, global warming—it could be so 

many different things, depending on the context and what I group it with. 

CLARK:  Should we talk a little bit about the way that you both use 

photography? The similarities and differences there, between DeFeo’s 

work and yours?

HAENDEL:  Mmm. I think that she used photography in a more experi-

mental, notational way. She was trying to find images and find forms. And 

the copy machine and the camera enabled her to isolate a shape or discover 

a form, so the photographic process itself led her to discover things. And 

for me, although I use cameras and Photoshop all the time, it’s different 

because it’s more just a tool. It’s a way to transfer something between 

media, like from a magazine to a slide, or work out a composition, like if 

I am combining images I found online into one drawing. But I shouldn’t 

forget that besides their value as tools, all the images I use become part of 

my archive; I have a slide archive now of thousands of images. And almost 

all my drawings, at least in part, start from a projected slide. And Jay was 

Karl Haendel  Power Cord #4, 2017

Karl Haendel  Rubber Bands #12, 2017 (detail)
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more creative than I, so I am sure she must have made drawings without 

a photographic equivalent, no?

LEVY:  Very true. I learned over time that there’s a source image or model 

somewhere for many works she made, although typically it was an object 

more often than a photograph. It may not be literal. It might be a form 

or a shape. It might be a memory of a form or a shape, as was the case 

sometimes for Ellsworth Kelly. But she begins quite literally. For the Seven 

Dwarfs, she actually used photography afterwards to document her use 

of the object. There’s a photograph of a wooden lamp stand in the studio, 

with a woman’s high-heel rubber galosh hanging off it. That was her “live” 

model, in a way. And the object portrayed in the series of seven (although 

we are only presenting one in this exhibit) moves around, the way a 

model might. Either she’s moving it (repositioning the galosh) or she is  

moving herself. 

HAENDEL:  You’re saying it’s observational.

LEVY:  I am, indeed. There are many photographic and photocopied source 

models, mediating between some of the works. One untitled drawing that 

looks like flower buds is actually a burnt baked potato cut in half, another 

instance where she set up or found a studio still life arrangement and then 

drew it. This work is also one of a larger series based on the same source. 

Karl chose this one, understandably, for all the different marks and all the 

different media in it. 

HAENDEL:  I bet that 90% of artists who worked after 1850 have used 

photography in their work, to a greater or lesser degree. If you’re into 

making images, here’s a tool that makes them instantly. 

LEVY:  In terms of tools, I’m also thinking of the compass, which was a 

regular DeFeo studio tool. She made drawings of the compass, and she 

also used these drawings as elements in photocopy works both as source 

material and model. And then the One O’clock Jump drawing, a sphere, 

is the result of her actual use of the compass in the studio. I’m imagining 

that the extension cord is a tool in your studio. Maybe not to literally make 

art, but part of your environment.

CLARK: Can we talk about some of the juxtapositions that you’re beginning 

to work out between DeFeo’s drawings and yours in the layout for  

the show?

LEVY:  Let’s talk about the castle and the Minnie drawings.

HAENDEL:  Sure. Well, this drawing is called My Daughter Asked Me to 

Draw Her a Castle and Then Wanted to Help. Its genesis is pretty clear 

in the title. She did ask me to draw her a castle, which I worked on for a 

couple days, and she was at my studio one day after preschool when it was 

almost finished and asked me if she could help finish it, because, well, 

because she is four and she always wants to help, even if I am changing 

the filters on my car or something. So then I thought, maybe she could just 

draw on top of it and then it would be “done.” So I sprayed it with fixative 

and I gave her a Sharpie. It’s interesting the way a child can so easily jump 

into illusionistic space and it becomes real. I’ve used children’s drawings 

before in my work, and even done some drawings with my left hand, or with 

my eyes closed, trying to unlearn the way to draw, because this primitive 

way of working turns drawing itself into the subject. So she completed this 

one. You know, it’s just her and her friends; they’re going swimming. 

Jay DeFeo  Untitled (Tripod series), 1977 (detail)

Jay DeFeo  Seven Dwarfs: Happy, 1989 (detail)
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Karl Haendel  My Daughter Asked Me to Draw Her a Castle and Then Wanted to Help, 2017

Jay DeFeo  Untitled (Compass series), 1979 Jay DeFeo  Untitled (One O’clock Jump series), 1978 (detail)
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CLARK:  In the moat.

HAENDEL:  In the moat, yeah. But this drawing is a good example of how 

I use chance in my drawings. I’m a control freak, as you can probably 

tell, so if I’m going to use chance, I need to set up the situation. I build 

the fence and I set the time, and then I let chance in. I didn’t know what 

she was going to draw, but I set all the parameters. There’s also a series 

of drawings that my dad shoots with a gun, that I know would look good 

with bullet holes. I send him the drawing and I circle the rough area where 

I think the bullets should be. Then he shoots it and the holes and powder 

burns become part of the drawing. He completes it, but I’m setting the 

parameters. So this drawing pairs really well with Jay’s Minnie drawings, 

because they also have a chance element. As far as I know, the Minnie 

works were a set of abstract drawings that DeFeo was working on that her 

dog scratched and played with, kind of chewed up. 

LEVY:  The dog was named Minnie. 

HAENDEL:  So the dog completed the drawing.

LEVY:  DeFeo chose to include Minnie’s chance alterations, as you did with 

your daughter’s drawing marks, as part of the finished work. She actually 

celebrated them by giving the series the Minnie title. It’s lovely to have 

both of these “collaborative” works in the exhibit.

HAENDEL:  When a chance thing completes the work (it’s a Duchampian 

idea, right?), it’s almost like a liberation, where you can abdicate control 

and just give it over to fate. That’s freeing. But there’s also something 

self-hating about destroying labor. I remember the first time I ripped a 

very highly rendered drawing. This was maybe in 2003. I was drawing 

the Friedrich painting The Wreck of the Hope, maybe because I was 

depressed or because the Iraq war was about to start, and as I was 

drawing it I thought: “What if I rip it, and I can call it Ripped Wrecked 

Hope.” (Language or titles often lead the way.) Drawing it took over a 

month because it’s very detailed. And I was so scared to do it. I was still 

drinking then so I remember I had to have a few drinks before I ripped 

it. And I was shaking as I brought my hands to the paper, because I was 

“wasting” that month of labor. Then I ripped it and it was quite liberating. 

An act of creation as much as destruction.

LEVY:  In her journals, DeFeo mentions incidents where she does the 

same thing. She works and works on a painting, and then decides it 

needs a splatter of paint or a big, more expressive mark, or more of them. 

She writes about how this final gesture sometimes works and sometimes 

doesn’t, and what a huge risk that is. She doesn’t talk about it in the terms 

you’re talking about it, but she acknowledges that she’s compelled to do 

this for the success of the painting, and how scary it is. It’s wonderful when 

she is able to achieve what she intends.

HAENDEL:  I thought about it more in terms of self-flagellation and 

atonement. It’s like cutting yourself.

LEVY:  In DeFeo’s work, there is a torn edge that appears over and over 

again—in collage, certainly in the early fifties work, but later, too. She 

doesn’t talk about it in the same terms as you talk about it. But she does 

talk about being less self-conscious about the work and allowing those 

marks, like a scissor cut or a tear, to be part of the mark making, in a 

more formalistic way. The whole notion of using something that is typically 

associated with destruction as part of your building something up is a 

topic that she certainly talks about. There is that conscious decision in her 

process to do that, the need to do it. 

HAENDEL:  There’s a need to destroy.

LEVY:  That’s right. And there are a lot of angles to that.

HAENDEL:  Well, in those two drawings of J. Edgar Hoover I thematize 

and represent the rip. Sometimes I’ll make real rips and sometimes I’ll 

do trompe l’oeil rips, which is what I did here. But the rip, I mean, within 

the language of drawing—which again, is relatively limited in terms of 

materials, there is just not that much—the most violent thing you can do is 

to rip the paper. And so the rip, for someone like me, who spends his time 

drawing, becomes like the gunshot, and the tear is the wound. The rip is 

the most violent drawing act—it violates the drawing. So I can decapitate 

J. Edgar Hoover in my studio, and it has some violence to it.

LEVY:  Or you can crumple up your tax returns.

HAENDEL:  Yes.

LEVY:  The crumple. Which DeFeo did. She treasured certain crumpled 

pieces of paper, and painted from them and photocopied them and  

used them.

HAENDEL: You can fold, you can crumple, you can tear, you can staple, 

you can make holes.

LEVY:  Or Minnie can.

CLARK:  When I look at your work juxtaposed with Jay’s, one thing that 

occurs to me, if I think about it in terms of time, is that clearly both 

bodies of work are surfacing and manifesting and resulting from a really 

significant time investment to make the pieces. But the sense of time that 

I perceive inside the images is really different. When I look at your hand 

pictures, for example, they seem very still to me, like frozen moments, 

whereas in Jay’s drawings, it looks as if something’s always in the process 

of becoming. In that sense, hers are a lot more active. All of her objects 

seem to be in transition. One thing is becoming another, so there’s a sense 

of motion. You both convey really strong sensations of time, but they are 

quite different.

Karl Haendel  J. Edgar Hoover #3, 2012 (detail)
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HAENDEL:  Well, I think that there is something indeterminate about most 

of our drawings; but with her, the indeterminacy is more located within the 

edge of the paper, and for me it’s on the outside. For DeFeo the drawn 

thing itself, because it’s in this process of becoming/unbecoming, is in 

an unstable place; it has that sense of unfolding. Whereas my work is 

quite stable even if I try for it not to be. In 1990s Phone the becoming/

unbecoming process that I toyed with is so analytical that it’s still stable. 

LEVY:  In the places that aren’t fully rendered, yes.

HAENDEL: It’s performing its instability.

LEVY:  Yes.

HAENDEL:  They are very matter-of-fact, and it’s why it feels almost like a 

photojournalistic practice—I am ultimately a realist. These are not about 

an interior emotional place. And if I were to make work about something 

emotional, it would be externalized anyway. My drawings are about the 

real world. What is unstable in my works is their metaphorical possibilities. 

They are not pinned down in meaning the way journalists’ images tend 

to be—this is their indeterminacy. What does this 1990s phone mean, 

exactly? Is it about technology, communication, memory, progress? I don’t 

think I’m suggesting, in the drawing at least, that this phone has some 

kind of great personal significance to me, although, oddly, I remember 

that this was the phone that I used to talk to my high school girlfriend on 

late at night.

LEVY:  Now we’re talking. 

HAENDEL: Well, when we got this phone, which my dad must have 

picked up somewhere and fixed– he was always picking up useful trash 

and bringing it home—it felt really advanced. It had Call Waiting! I was 

thinking that this phone is both antiquated and futuristic at the same time. 

And that has some relationship to drawing, which is both ancient and 

contemporary. It’s lost in time, neither now or then. But anyway, I know 

that my drawings are much more stagnant—not in their implications, but 

in their formal presentation.

LEVY:  Nothing’s blowing in the wind here.

HAENDEL:  No. It’s nailed down. 

LEVY: That’s right.

HAENDEL:  Even though their meaning intentionally bounces all over  

the place.

LEVY:  I think that’s true, and DeFeo’s works tend to move. It’s as if she’s 

got a fan on or a live model—some kind of movement there. I was thinking, 

too, that you both have a system. You have been describing a very literal 

system. In every exhibition, you are alternating works in some way. Both 

of you, in very different ways, are building in a rhythm of variation of 

working. She would go from a very large expressionist work to a small, 

very realistic drawing. She did it with scale, she did it with materials. It was 

more intuitive. It wasn’t as specific and as conceptually systemic as yours 

is. She would take one object and explore it in a series of, say, twenty-five 

different angles. But there are rules each of you has given—a structure in 

which to work that allows a certain kind of freedom. And as different as 

they are—maybe every artist does this—it’s very strong and palpable in 

both of these two bodies of work. 

CLARK:  Well, I’d like to talk a little bit more about the title of the show, how 

it occurred to you and how people who are coming fresh to this material 

might understand it.

LEVY:  Mr. Haendel.

HAENDEL:  Ah. The title of the show, which is Pink Cup and The Facts.

LEVY:  Which we think sounds like a rock-and-roll band.

CLARK:  Like a fifties rock-and-roll band.

HAENDEL: Well, it’s an odd premise, this show. A pairing of two artists 

who have similar interests, but one of them is not here and one of them 

is me. So it’s a conversation? A curator might title the show Karl Haendel 

and Jay DeFeo: A Conversation. But it’s not a conversation, because Jay 

is not here. Instead, the work shares certain operations, certain ways of 

working, certain techniques, certain structures. So Pink Cup is from a title 

of a DeFeo drawing in the show, and The Facts is from one of my titles, 

and added together they make the title of our show. It points to our shared 

idiosyncratic way of attaching ourselves to seemingly unimportant things, 

which, through drawing, we make important. 

LEVY:  And doing it serially. There are many “pink cup” drawings and there 

are other “facts” drawings.

HAENDEL:  Yeah, there are other “facts” type drawings. There is The 

Universe (in a Nutshell), The Big Bang (in a Golf Ball), you get the idea. 

LEVY:  And you’re both riffing off your own work all the time, talking 

within your own work. Through your head, through the works, there’s a 

conversation going on. With DeFeo, there’s the van der Weyden drawing 

and the photocopy of that drawing altered and mounted on paper. They 

are shown together in the exhibit and in dialogue with the J. Edgar Hoover 

drawings. So there’s a constant playing off from the last to the next. And 

what we’re doing in this show is exploring the riffing between two selections 

of works.

Karl Haendel  Tax Return (Crumpled), 2017 (detail)
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HAENDEL:  Do you think Jay would’ve thought of it as “riffing”?

LEVY:  It’s a word that George Herms used in an interview we did, when 

he was talking about the interconnectedness of a group of artists at the 

time; that it wasn’t collaboration, but that somebody would make a note, 

somebody would do something in their work, and then another artist 

would see it and kind of play off that in their own work. That’s the sense of 

riffing I mean. I don’t know if Jay would have used the word, but was she 

somehow inspired by a drawing to do a related photocopy work? Yes! So 

it’s an overlay on the idea. She certainly embraced the concept of riffing 

and her work embodies the activity. 

CLARK:  It’s also a jazz term, right?

LEVY:  Yes.

CLARK:  And Jay was conversant in jazz.

LEVY:  Jay was very into jazz, and named works with jazz titles, including 

One O’clock Jump.

HAENDEL:  The way that Jay kept coming back to certain shapes and 

images, this riffing, for me, I see it as a search to find a form. I don’t 

know if we want to describe it as a compulsion, but definitely there is 

somewhere she’s trying to get to. She finds it through Xeroxing or drawing 

or photographing things. That becomes a kind of riffing, where one image 

just keeps repeating over and over again, or one shape, one form. For 

me, repetition is self-conscious; the foregrounding of iterability is part of 

building a language. I couldn’t have every work be unique, because you 

wouldn’t know the terms of the language—you couldn’t read it. Every work 

as unique is the masterpiece model, and I don’t believe in masterpieces.  

I believe in seriality and repetition and hard work and labor.

LEVY: DeFeo talked a lot about mountain climbing. It is that effort. None of 

this was facile. She considered herself not a good draftsperson.

HAENDEL:  You mentioned that, which is so weird.

LEVY:  It’s outrageous.

HAENDEL:  …she’s a very good draftsperson.

LEVY:  But it was hard for her. It was a struggle for her. It never came easy. 

“Painstaking edges” was a phrase she used.

HAENDEL:  Well, you can see that. There is a lot of erasure and reworking. 

LEVY:  Building up and tearing down.

HAENDEL:  And she doesn’t have the most facile line, the way that 

Picasso’s line feels like it just flowed out of him. In her work, you can 

sense there’s more effort. But I don’t have a Picasso line—few have that 

easy Picasso line. But the thing about drawing is that it is less ballet and 

more bricklaying.

LEVY:  No ballerinas here. 

Karl Haendel is an artist who makes drawings, installations, films,  
and public projects.

Leah Levy worked with Jay DeFeo as a curatorial consultant in  
the 1980s and is director of The Jay DeFeo Foundation.

Robin Clark is Director of the Artist Initiative at the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art.

Karl Haendel  The Facts (in a Rice Cake), 2017 (detail)

Jay DeFeo  Pink Cup (for R.N.), 1989 (detail)











Pg. 1  Karl Haendel
Complex Linear Abstraction – Autodidact 
(detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

2-3  Jay DeFeo
Minnie No. 1 (Two Flying Shapes) (detail)
1980
Graphite on paper
11 x 13 3/4 in. (27.9 x 34.9 cm)
Estate no. 1020

5  Karl Haendel
Cat (detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

Karl Haendel
1990s Phone (detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
22 5/8 x 30 1/8 in. (57.5 x 76.5 cm)

6  Jay DeFeo
Untitled (9H Pencil series) (detail) 
1981
Graphite, charcoal and acrylic on paper
11 x 13 3/4 in. (27.9 x 34.9 cm)
Estate no. 1378

7  Karl Haendel
Walead #4 (detail)
2008
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

8  Karl Haendel
Rubber Bands #12 (detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

Karl Haendel
Power Cord #4
2017
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

9  Jay DeFeo
Untitled (Tripod series) (detail)
1977
Graphite and oil pastel on paper
14 x 11 in. (35.6 x 27.9 cm)
Estate no. 1018

Jay DeFeo
Seven Dwarfs: Happy (detail)
1989
Graphite on paper
11 1/16 x 8 9/16 in. (28.1 x 21.7 cm)
Estate no. 1266

10  Jay DeFeo
Untitled (Compass series) 
1979
Charcoal and acrylic on paper
14 x 11 in. (35.6 x 27.9 cm)
Estate no. 1893

Jay DeFeo
Untitled (One O’clock Jump series) (detail)
1978
Acrylic, graphite and charcoal on paper
17 x 13 7/8 in. (43.2 x 35.2 cm)
Estate no. 1445

Karl Haendel
My Daughter Asked Me to Draw Her a  
Castle and Then Wanted to Help
2017
Pencil on paper
22 5/8 x 30 1/8 in. (57.5 x 76.5 cm)

11  Karl Haendel
J. Edgar Hoover #3 (detail)
2012
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

12-13  Jay DeFeo
Untitled (Reflections of Africa series) (detail)
1989
Graphite and oil pastel on paper
11 x 13 13/16 in. (27.9 x 35.1 cm)
Estate no. 2258

14  Jay DeFeo
Untitled (One O’clock Jump series) (detail)
1978
Acrylic and chalk on paper
14 x 11 in. (35.6 x 27.9 cm)
Estate no. 3044

15  Karl Haendel
Little Big Engine #7 (detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

16  Karl Haendel
Tax Return (Crumpled) (detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

17  Jay DeFeo
Pink Cup (for R.N.) (detail)
1989
Graphite on paper
11 x 14 in. (27.9 x 35.6 cm)
Estate no. 1248

Karl Haendel
The Facts (in a Rice Cake) (detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

18-19  Karl Haendel
Ray Charles’ Hands (detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
22 5/8 x 30 1/8 in. (57.5 x 76.5 cm)

20  Karl Haendel
Minus Chardin #4 (detail)
2017
Pencil on paper
30 1/8 x 22 5/8 in. (76.5 x 57.5 cm)

21  Jay DeFeo
Untitled (Water Goggles series) (detail)
1977
Acrylic, graphite, charcoal and ink on paper
15 x 20 in. (38.1 x 50.8 cm)
Estate no. 1544

23  Jay DeFeo
van der Weyden
1980
Graphite on paper
13 3/4 bx 11 in. (34.9 x 27.9 cm)
Estate no. 1027

24  Jay DeFeo
Untitled (detail)  
1988
Graphite and oil pastel on paper
11 1/16 x 14 in. (28.1 x 35.6 cm)
Estate no. 1153
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