Conversation: Ati Maier and Joe Amrhein. July 2008.
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So Ati, | met you about ten years ago.
Nine years ago.

At the gallery, through Gregory Volk.
Actually, it was seven years ago.

You were working only on paper then, making higthromatic, straightforward landscape pieces. kiviid you
become fascinated with these more abstracted anglegly layered “landscapes,” or “spacescapest’yba're
doing now?

In the ‘90s. | would only work in small scale paper and it was much more simple than whatribis.
Did you always work on paper?

No. When | was in school in Vienna | worked ag banvases and also did a lot of sculptural woBkg.when |
came to New York | had to reduce my scale becadginlt have a studio and | worked at home, scst giarted
to work intensely on this small paper format. | Wbdo a bunch of small drawings and put them togyeitito a
big piece like a puzzle.

Going back to the landscape question...that startezhv/first went out West to Wyoming and | saw Western
landscape for the first time, which is very opamd aery different from what we have in Germany. Yaun travel
across Germany in one day, which is nothing contptiréhe distances you travel here. So | reallyigiat that
part of the American West, how it got explored, &déd a whole show about that called “Homesteasdsich was
about exploring and settling the West. And themftbat exploring trip | started getting into ouspiace and
exploring ideas about space.

Your work has definitely shifted into a more qaex, almost psychedelic context, using a veryriagecolor
palette that aligns itself with psychedelic notioBst is it more about abstraction, or just intetpainting, or does
it develop from the technique? I'm thinking of “TiwPPeaks,” the big diptych canvas

My working process is actually getting more andre complicated. | started this painting with aolehnumber of
sketches that I put on top of each other—and ndwthe sketches in airbrush—probably about terebfit
sketches. | begin by warping a grid or warpingradcape or warping a specific thing, and thosererdirst layers
| put on. Then | go over it with the paint and stimes | put something totally different on top bf$o then | have
the contrast between the airbrush that | leave stgthrough in some areas and the sharper edgbs ghint on
top.

That's on your canvases? You started the cas\asaut a year ago, right?

Yeah, about a year ago, and right now they'ritigg bigger and bigger.

You felt limited working on paper?

Yeah. | like to make a lot of different layersdaon the paper | am limited. | can only put so ynlayers on and |
got to the maximum. If it gets too thick it actyatlomes off. But on the canvas | can go on forelvgo. over over
over...

So what'’s your issue with scale? Why bigge3idger better? Are the compositions more developed?

Yes, the compositions are more complicated, naEneeloped, and also the larger scale brings iaeratimensions,
like more energy, more speed, more complexity.
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When you begin a painting it doesn’t seem likea have it all planned out...it seems very serétalip. You start
it in a very loose manner, using airbrush now, itiévelops as you go. Do you have a single idearwou start?

No, no never. | have an idea when | start withttairbrush sketch, but that’s only the first steg then the piece
totally takes over. It's a process. | just go dvgpstep and look at it and talk to it and see vithsays. It's like |
switch from channel to channel, from one spacentiileer space, creating a mental and visual coratgmrand
density.

Some of them still reference landscape but @ much more of an outer space orientation; ‘theacesignifier
in terms of place. They have more of a foregroubdokground now and abstraction in that senseeins much
more evolved and away from that landscape oriemaven though there are still signifiers, and goillikind of
read into it that way.

Well, before | had actual landscapes and adigates, like horses or astronauts or spaceshibghayou could

still identify after | was finished. The final pdimg came out of the beginning sketches and yoldcstill see them
in it. But now the sketches really just start thegess where | put a bunch of different realitiegap of each other
on one piece of paper or canvas. They can be diffgrerspectives, warped spaces, or just normal
landscapes...trees, mountains. | put one sket¢baf another so they overlap. Through the oveitagp | get

new dimensions, new intersections or new spaceshwithen go into and that tells me where to ggtnitry to
connect everything through the process of pairdimg) then it becomes way more abstracted. It bectikeean
interactive web between the sketches that areskkeers—they're all overlapping and some of theetatally
different and then it starts to become a web. Bodonnecting different sketches and layers, justvasything and
everyone is connected through WiFi networks ancisgeace.

Your process seems very kinetic in that wagoks drive a very motion-filled, almost futurishage.

All the sources | use now are very different.tbuse a lot of things from way back—ancient maps/hatever. |
also try to use the aerial view of things, like N®&ports or topographical maps. It's a micro / neacosmos
situation: transforming vast spaces and distamtesai miniature scale, or fitting a universe intougshell. That
also gives a surrealistic aspect to my work. | vardonnect all those sources and see what hajpetie paper,
then something new comes out of that. And | readlyer know what's going to happen. It’s like a @isreporting
on places I've never seen and have never beetiga. filtering of the information overload in myimal, and | then
transform certain interesting parts into the wosmetimes | have a new idea and | put a new sketdhp of
everything | already have there because it lodsitineeds something. And then it might changeathele
painting again.

What influenced you in doing this kind of wo%as Hunterwasser an influence?

| studied in Austria and he was one of the temstat my school but it's probably more becauseftam Munich,
where the Blau Reiter group was working. Franz MArgust Macke, and Kandinsky were very influential

Are you fighting that influence now?

No, I'm not fighting it. Paul Klee was also venyfluential when | started.

Your work is becoming very unique. | mean, yavd your own voice in the work and you really depeld it on
this translucent, vellum-type paper you use. Y@@ of wood stains is really unusual too. How did get
involved in these materials?

When | was in school | was working in oils angbgtempera and | really liked egg tempera for asvhilt then |
started to work on this specific paper and | gt the wood stain through Joseph Beuys becausenoé svork he
did with wood stain. | just started to experiménave to experiment...l should be a chemist ohgsjcist or
something. Even with colors, | just mix everythihgaostly work with inks now and airbrush colorsit h mix
everything, even those. | work with both of thempaper and on canvas.

But now you're leaving paper behind again?
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| still work on paper and I've started to worktlvdifferent paper now because of the airbrush—etimer paper
doesn’t take the airbrush. I just love to try diffiet things because | get bored. | can't do onegthivice. It just
bores me.

It seems like your influences now are from mowatemporary artists, like Julie Mehretu. The iafige also has
more to do with scale.

The influence is definitely more from contempies, even other Pierogi artists, like Sarah WatkeYoon Lee,
are influential. Then when | was in the show at\tWigtney Julie Mehretu and Matthew Ritchie wereyver
influential. That's why | like New York because yaatually meet those people and you see their aibtke time
and that’s very important.

That's how artists used to develop, they usddnm schools so they could sit around and talkuaiseas, and
drink.

Now it's more that everybody wants to do theivrothing but you still want to see what the othemes doing or you
are very interested in what they’re doing and yauntito talk to them about it. You want to know abibweir ideas.
For me, that’s very interesting actually, and viafluential.

But if you didn’t see Mehretu’s work, or work hytists like her, would you be working with larggale or when
you saw this did it blow your mind and you thoutjhte got to try this”? Because once you go on cas\the
sky’s the limit.

It was very encouraging. Plus it was time for tneehange from the very small scale to the bidesd¢avas always
playing with that because | did big canvases whe&ad in school. When | first came to New York |dichave a
studio so | had to cut down the scale. | still havelatively small studio which is in my home. dnked on this
small scale for about eight years and it was just to get bigger again, and then everything kiffit into place.
| saw those large scale paintings and | got vecperaged to do something with that again. Plusahged my
techniques...l changed almost everything.

To adapt to the scale in a way?

Yeah, but the idea to use the airbrush camerbdfbad the idea to do something big. | just wdnteuse it for a
long time. What | like about airbrush is that yanavork very fast with it, which is a problem witky paper work
because it takes forever. | go over and over awed and | do a lot of thin layers so it's very tim@nsuming.
Whereas with the airbrush | can do it very fast éstiows the speed in the work too, which | likkke all kinds
of contradictions in the work. | like the viewerltmk and find things you don’t see at the firshglse. | want to
complicate the viewers’ assumptions and engage ¢hebsity.

There's a real intuitiveness about the work.

It is very intuitive. Of course | never know wié start what it's going to be at the end. Sost jgo step-by-step
and it's a process. The working process is sintdagoing through a derivé: you do the right thinghe right time
but in a very unconscious way. It's like a psyctemgraphy, like the drifting type of thought thag tBituationsts
used. Like DeBord said, “If you just wander abougiiderivé in the right spirit you end up in thghtiplace.” It's a
very unconscious technique that everyone has atmegsu just have to use it. That's kind of hopalint. | just let
myself drift. Of course, there are parts where kendecisions very consciously, but then when labtwork it's
very unconscious.

Some of the imagery is definitely planetoids lImost science fiction.

| definitely have a big affection for space rigiow. | could be a space woman. That’s what | viardite in my next
life. That's a good point, though, because whems$ wm the “Invented Worlds” show the Whitney | laad
discussion with Elizabeth Sussman, the curatorytibd read a lot of Sci Fi books. In literatugei Fi is
acknowledged, but in visual art there’s nothing Ici Fi that is acknowledged as a genre, excapiosp maybe. |
really think there should be a Sci Fi genre.

It is dangerous territory in a way. You pulbft because of the visual intensity of your work Hican be sort of
marginalized, this genre of work. But yours hasiarazing visual aspect outside of that contexteddmes an
abstraction and a painting.
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Where I'm going right now is definitely towardgstraction. We were talking earlier about Elizalstissman’s
catalogue essay for the Whitney exhibition. Irhi¢ &dentified two directions that the artists wialeing: one
direction was going from figurative to abstractemd the other one was the reverse. I'm going frigirétive to
abstract.

Color is such a dynamic aspect of your work iamgreally powerful in that way. Why do you usemuch color?
When you look at my color palette at the timeenH was studying in Vienna, | was basically ongyng brown
and ochre tones and maybe red. It was totally diffe It was much darker. At this point I'm gettingghter all

the time. So | don’t know when I'll reach my limit.

The other important thing is that | really try tonmect a lot of different things, basically eveigth which sounds
stupid...

The Theory of Everything?

When | use sketches to start a piece my refegiould be anything from outer space imagerygalae
landscape, a bird’s-eye landscape, a carnivalstrg photograph. | pick things that at first glewdon’t have
anything to do with each other, but then | put themthe paper and once | do that, they are togethéne paper
and | try to connect them. | just think everythinghis world is connected somehow.

Well you have these lines that could go on atreasllessly and connect.

When I'm working | try to find lines or paths drails that go and connect the different ideascivldre on the
paper.

Theory of everything, that's a good title.

That's a big title though.

Theory of almost everything.

That's better. Quantum theory is completely eiént from the theory of relativity which descritike stars and
stuff, and when you try to bring them togetherdesn’t work. Einstein could never figure that da. now they try
to make a new theory which is the theory of evenghwhich is also called string theory, which goge 12
dimensions. So it sounds really complicated, bihéend they're going back into what everythingnede out of.
And they think everything is made up of tiny litd&rings that vibrate and how they vibrate dessribbat
elements they make up. But so far no one has daeni@prove it experimentally.

Is your work connected to physics like that?

I think physics is cutting-edge because it alijudescribes and explains our reality.

Well, it’s just as abstract as some of what y@waloing.

Even though | have no idea about the mathematicseverything | love to read about it and | dat #il the time.
How do you research it?

You can read a lot of it on websites or in plegsinagazines. | read physics books too. You cahseme of
Einstein’s stuff, or essays by Brian Green whastt@ewrite in a way that everybody can underst&uientists try
to make it understandable for normal people nowickvis nice.

How does music affect your work?

| listen to very different kinds of music, froolassical to electronic to hip-hop, to whatevendstly listen to

music while | work, and sometimes | use phrasem fitee lyrics as titles or put them in the piecesuan
compare the way | work with sampling, like a DJ ping music. You just take different things and them
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together into a new work, a new piece of musi@ prece of art. You just use what you want and #gdihit in a
way that makes something completely new.

DJ Ati. So when you're listening to music doleattaffect your work or is it more of a generaluehce?

I think it does influence the work because itpme in a certain mood. Sometimes | have a réaltg rhythm and
| probably paint faster. | think it definitely infences the mood I'm in.

Where do you want to go with this?

To space...l don’'t know. As | said, for me, tiperimental part is very important. | want to kéepteresting for
me and for the viewer. I'm really into exploration.

So that’s where space and painting combine.
| want to explore new worlds, new frontiers.

Do you treat your canvases, or your frames,ragtaphor for a window? Are you looking out at sptaee? Are
you going through a portal?

| don't really want to escape reality. | wantittvent new realities but it doesn’t have anythiaglo with escaping.
I mean, | like living in New York, actually. I'm pity happy here. | think it has a good energynfierat least.

It's like what Gregory Volk wrote in his essayoait your work last year. He said that the eavlierks were more
direct landscapes, but then the later ones, wheyirthlandscapes, are as if you're looking fromeospace and
you're seeing both the earth and space simultahgous

Yeah, the early works didn’t have all these levét was just a landscape with five moons or ding, so the
weird thing was the five moons. That's what | tread/ about connecting everything and creatingvileis to
connect it. | really think everything is connecsagithe theory of everything makes total sense far m

Your abstractions have an emotional aspectamttYour landscapes have this element too, butinseems to be
more involved in the process of the whole abstoactif the work.

And it has to do more with the density of a ¢dtdifferent layers. It’s just way more complex now

Well it's very compelling that way. You can failto it and it's more open.

You really have to look more too, because thaeea lot of layers and you really need time. ki gtand in front of
one of the big canvases, for example, you realgdrieme to get into it because there are a loetdits. There are
a lot of things you can discover if you want. | toyhide things. | try to make it complicated. Intovant

everything to be visible right away because | thiwkhing is visible right away. Black and white do®t exist in
this world. There are a lot of layers, a lot ofadlstthat you should look at.
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