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“When I finally decided to just make paintings that hang on the white wall with  

nothing funny about them, I made this determined decision that I would try  

to make the paintings do all the things I thought sculpture and installation did.  

So you would be between paintings and each painting maybe had a relationship  

to one or two more in the room and sort of activated the whole space.”   1

 

Laura Owens is ambitious for her paintings. She not only wants us “to stay in the painting”  and be held 2

by it but she also wants us to have a physical experience of the painting in the particular space In which it 

is situated and as related to her paintings that also reside in the space.  

 

This case study focuses on the work of Laura Owens, an LA-based American artist who is widely 

recognized as one of the most important artists of our time. I will look at the ways in which she makes 

work in relation to and places paintings in particular architectural and social spaces, exceeding the 

definition of painting while also remaining painting. Starting with a brief overview of Owens’ work, I will 

then then take a closer look at one exhibition in particular which very dramatically demonstrates the ways 

her paintings activate physical space.  

 

Hacking Painting 

In my recent readings and conversations with and about women painters, there is a recurrent theme 

around the need to “hack” painting. The language that is used is often aggressive with words such as 

“breaking in,”  “taking an ax to the door of painting,”  and, in the case of Dona Nelson, an early 3 4

self-portrait of herself crossdressing to look the part of the male painter while still being female.   5

1  Ruf, Beatrix. Laura   Owens:   Kunsthalle   Zürich.    Zürich:   JRP   Ringier,   2006. 
2  Ruf, Beatrix. 2006. 
3  From studio visit conversation with Molly Zuckerman-Hartung, August 2017. 
4 Hochdörfer,  Achim and Barbara Schröder (eds.), Essay by Amy Sillman on Ulrike Müller. Ulrike Müller, Franza, 
Fever 103, and Quilts, Dancing Foxes Press, Brooklyn, New York, 2012. 
 
5  From Dona Nelson Visiting Artists Lecture at Virginia Commonwealth University, March 2016. 
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I have not found this language in reading about Laura Owens. She is a woman who has not taken an ax 

to the door of painting but rather subsumed the history of painting into a structure she has built herself. 

Owens’ work is audacious in a slyly casual way. Her epic-sized paintings seem to be self-aware of the 

architectural and social space in which they are situated. When she does use aggressive language, it is to 

speak about the impact she wants her work to have. She intends for her paintings “to be a problem” or, to 

be “confrontational,” a painting that “comes out into the room, [and] almost punches you in the face.”   6

 

Background 

Laura Owens was born in Euclid, Ohio, and completed her undergraduate studies at the Rhode Island 

School of Design (RISD). During that time in the early 1990s, the predominant attitude was 

“anything-but-painting.”  Although she had painted at RISD, when she got to graduate school at California 7

Institute of Art (CalArts) she shifted into working three-dimensionally focusing on sculpture and 

installation art. Midway through her studies, there was a dramatic earthquake that significantly disrupted 

the school, causing many of the students to leave. For those who remained, there was a resolute 

atmosphere.  It was only toward the end of her graduate studies that Owens shifted to painting, bringing a 8

three-dimensional sensibility from her earlier work. From the start of her focus in painting, she thought 

about the relationship between the object of the painting and the overall space. As Terry Myers wrote in a 

2013 review in The Brooklyn Rall, “While messing around with the procedures of painting for the past 

20-or-so years, Laura Owens has rebuilt the category of painting into something not to be messed with.  9

 

 

  

6  Huberman, Anthony. Ten Paintings exhibition booklet, CCA Wattis Institute of Contemporary Art, San Francisco, 
CA, 2016.  
7  Smith, Roberta. “The Comedic Beauty of Laura Owens’ Work,”  newyorktimes.com, November 16, 2017, 
8  Terry Myers, Chairman of the Painting and Drawing Depart at School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC) 
Introduction to Laura Owens’ Visiting Artist Talk at SAIC, September 2017. 
9  Myers, Terry. “12 Paintings by Laura Owens.” The Brooklyn Rail, May 3, 2013. 
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Process 

A cluster of oil stains augmented with touches to make them resemble a fluffy bear,  

for example, will appear to illustrate the process that has created the image  

rather than the bear the process serves to illustrate.  

Owens is a disillusioned structuralist masquerading as a naive illusionist.  10

 

Owens’ process is very meticulous involving detailed research. She does many studies at a smaller scale 

and then finally, when she knows a lot about what the painting will look like and how it will be made, only 

then does she approach the canvas. By her own description, she knows about eighty percent of the 

painting ahead of time; the rest is discovered in the process of fabrication.   11

 

Owens is indiscriminate and wide-ranging with her sources and draws equally from art history and her 

household materials as well as popular culture. In her early work, she pulled in references to the gallery 

locations in which the work was shown.  After graduating from CalArts and gaining a lot of attention in the 

art world, Owens did a cross-country sprint making works in galleries in Los Angeles, Chicago, and New 

York. In those works, Owens allowed features of the different sites to inform the content of her paintings. 

In Chicago, the painting was made on-site and depicted the Lake Michigan shoreline it faced through the 

gallery window. In the New York gallery, Owens humorously painted a faux shadow on the painting 

acknowledging the pole directly in front of it. In these examples, we see Owens situating her paintings in 

each specific space and drawing aspects of the space into the painting.  

 

 

  

10  Prince, Mark. Laura Owens. Art in America, September 2015.  
11  Ruf, Beatrix. Laura   Owens:   Kunsthalle   Zürich.    Zürich:   JRP   Ringier,   2006.   In   conversation   with   Scott   Rocthkopf 
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Taking Up Space 

"It is not that paintings become assimilated into the gallery space  

but just the opposite: the gallery is absorbed into the paintings."    12

 

Owens is not interested in simply drawing you into the world of the painting but actually drawing you into 

the whole performance of the painting in a very particular space. In fact, most, if not all of her paintings, 

are untitled which leaves the public to refer to the works by the space in which they were located for 

exhibition.  

 

In 1998, Owens made a series of paintings that where a similar color to the walls of the gallery, allowing 

them to slying become part of the architectural space of the gallery. In a review in Parkett, they were 

described as seeming to “lurk around the corners and hug the walls as if they were hiding.The largest 

painting was one of the walls – built to fit snugly, and stretched, just sewed, and painted (a little) on site.”  13

 
 
Some of the works are even made in the same space in which they are exhibited. In 2012, Owens began 

working at 356 Mission Road in the Boyle Heights neighborhood of Los Angeles. It is a vast warehouse 

space which then doubled as an exhibition space once the paintings were complete.  Following the 14

exhibition, the space morphed to include a range of public and local community activities.  

 

Owens wants us to have an encounter and anticipates the experience beforehand - not just how the 

viewer standing before the single painting but Owens curates the experience of the space, the scale of 

the paintings, the viewers’ peripheral vision and, in the case of the exhibition at the Wattis Institute in San 

Francisco which I will discuss in this paper,  the connection to the entire space of the painting installation 

including sound. 

12  Ruf, Beatrix. 2006. 
13  Thompson, Mungo. From My Junkyard to Yours. Parkett, Zürich, Number 65, 2002. p. 82. 
14  The space was created in a collaboration between Laura Owens, Gavin Brown of Gavin Brown Enterprises, one of 
Owen’s gallerists, and Wendy Yao, founder of Ooga Booga bookshop  
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Paintings in Relation to Space 

 Citing Marcel Duchamp's work, 1200 Bags of Coal, Brian 

O'Doherty, author of Inside the White Cube, notes the shift in 

the sense of the gallery space: “This invention of context 

initiated a series of gestures that ‘develop’ the idea of a gallery 

space as a single unit, suitable for manipulation as an aesthetic 

encounter. From this moment on, there is a seepage of energy 

from art to its surroundings. With time, the ratio between the 

literalization of art and mythification of the gallery inversely 

increases.”   15

 

I appreciate O’Doherty’s use of the word “seepage” as it implies 

an influence that is perhaps insidious and not quite controllable.  In the case of Owens’ work, it does 

indeed insinuate itself into the space, increasingly so as her work progresses. The piece I’ll discuss as the 

focus of this paper, Ten Paintings, absolutely commandeers the gallery space to such an extent that the 

two become inextricable. 

 

15  O’Doherty, Brian. Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2010. 
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Katarina Grosse work, This Drove My Mother Up the Wall, South London Gallery, 2017 

 

More recently there are a a number of painters whose work is expressly concerned with activating the 

space of the gallery. With an exhibition currently (Nov 2017) on view at the South London Gallery, 

Katarina Grosse applies paint directly on all of the surfaces of the exhibition space, floor, ceiling, wall, 

over doors and other architectural details. The paint dominates the space for the moment only to 

disappear post-exhibition when the space is returned to its traditional white.  

 

Jutta Koether’s work also 

acknowledges its surroundings. 

One example is her exhibition, 

Lux Interior, at Reena Spaulding 

Gallery in 2009 (left). The single 

painting in the space (Hot Rod 

(after Poussin), 2009), is given 

legs and seems to be poised 

midstep between two levels in the 
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gallery. Koether further activated the work with a program of writings and performances. In his article 

Painting Beside Itself, David Joselit wrote about this Koether work: “Painting fuctioned as a cynosure of 

performance, installation and painted canvas.” Joselit describes this approach as painting at the center 

surrounded by a range of activities and ideas that serve as a “frame.”  16

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

16Joselit, David. "Painting Beside Itself." October 130 (2009): 125-34. doi:10.1162/octo.2009.130.1.125. 
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Ten Paintings, Laura Owens’ installation The Wattis Institute of Contemporary Art, San Franscisco, CA, 2016 
Laura Owens, Untitled, 2016. Acrylic, oil, Flashe, silkscreen inks, charcoal, pastel pencil, graphite, and sand 
on wallpaper. Ten Paintings, installation view, CCA Wattis Institute, April 28–June 23, 2016. Courtesy the 
artist and Gavin Brown’s enterprise, New York / Sadie Coles HQ, London / Galerie Gisela Capitain, Cologne; © Laura 
Owens.Photo: Johnna Arnold. 
 

Ten Paintings, One Work 

In her 2016 exhibition Ten Paintings at The Wattis Institute for Contemporary Arts in San Francisco, 

California, Owens’ work is so merged with the space that it was hard to tell the two apart. The work was 

comprised of hand-printed wallpaper (70 different unique sections) that covered the walls from floor to 

ceiling. The imagery on the wallpaper is from a photo of a crumpled up piece of paper that has been 

digitized and blown up. On top of the wallpaper, the artist painted in thick “god-sized paint strokes”  and 17

used an array of media for markmaking including acrylic, oil, flashe, silkscreen inks, charcoal, pastel 

pencil, graphite and sand making the surface more dimensional and complex.  

 

17  Huberman, Anthony. Ten Paintings, CCA Wattis Institute of Contemporary Art, San Francisco, CA, 
2016 
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Upon encountering the floor to ceiling bold graphic space, one might reasonably ask “Ten Paintings? 

Where are the Ten Paintings?” According to the artist, in addition to what the beholder saw upon entering 

the gallery, within the installation there were ten painting which were embedded in the wall only to be 

revealed when the exhibition was complete and de-installed. That is, certain sections of the wallpapered 

wall would be removed like pre-cut cake slices and go on to have a life as discreet art objects.  

 

As if all of that was not enough, Owens also embedded speakers in the walls with prompts to gallery 

visitors to text and ask questions which are then answered by sound emanating from the wall. The 

answer arrives via a complex computer system that chooses from an array of 1,000 possible answers. In 

this piece, Owens engages four of our senses and also deprives us of seeing the entirety of the show 

thereby including time as one of her materials.  

 

Finally, in a smaller back room, Owens shows a salon style array of works, smaller paintings of her own 

beside needlepoint works made by her grandmother. Here Owens reminds us of the traditional 

presentation painting and its connection to other modes of making. The accumulation of abstract stitches 

accumulating to form an image relates directly to the digital patterns on the wall in the larger gallery,  

 

Painting in the Expanded Field 

Much of what Rosalind  Kraus wrote about sculpture in her 1979 essay, Sculpture in the Expanded Field, 

is now true of painting  especially as applied to the work of Laura Owens. Like sculpture, painting was a 

“historically bounded catgegory.”  Kraus describes sculpture in this way: “It sits in a particular place and 18

speaks in a symbolical tongue about the meaning or use of that place.”  The same could be said of 19

Owens’ work and, yet, she remains a painter. What are the qualities that continue to define her work as 

painting? And how does she expand paintings traditional boundaries to include activating space?  

 

18  Kraus, Rosalind. “Sculpture in the Expanded Field.” October 8, Spring, 1979. P. 33 
19  Kraus,. P. 33 
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The following are qualities that help Owens’ work to maintain its identity as painting: 

- References to the history of painting 

- Use of big globby paint strokes as if to emphasize the presence of paint 

- Presentation on the conventional format of paint on canvas 

- The primacy of color 

- Laura Owens herself claims the work as painting! 

 

Owens exceeds the field of painting in the following ways: 

- Paintings that attempt to be equal to or completely take over the architectural space 

- Paintings that are comprised of many paintings while still being individual paintings 

- Paintings that attempt to blend into the space of the gallery 

- Paintings that are embedded (literally and figuratively) in the space 

- Situating paintings so close together that we cannot see one on its own 

- Paintings that include sound  

- Paintings that engage the beholder and create a performative space  

 

Taking into account all of these qualities of Owens’ different works, I revisited Krauss’ diagram where she 

visualizes how sculpture operates in an expanded field. I have revised Krauss’ diagram to reflect the 

qualities of Laura Owens’ painting practice using the categories of performance, non-performance, 

architecture, non-architecture, painting, site-construction and ranging from the simpe (single paintings) to 

the complex (entire space installations such as Wattis).  
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Original diagram from Rosalind Krauss essay “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,”   20

altered by Nancy Murphy Spicer 
 

In Michael Fried’s essay Art and Objecthood, he refers to Donald Judd’s statements about painting being 

about parts to the whole and, by comparison, in his minimalist work he sought a definite whole. Fried 

notes that the Minimalist’s attitude toward painting was that it was “an art on the verge of exhaustion, one 

in which a range of acceptable solutions to a basic problem – how to organize the surface of the picture – 

is severely restricted. The use of shaped rather than rectangular supports can...merely prolong the agony. 

The obvious response is to give up working on a simple plane in favor of three dimensions.”  This 21

attitude is one that Laura Owens might well agree with. Even when she makes discreet single paintings, 

she groups them so closely to each other or in such intimate connection with the space that it's clear she 

wants us to consider more than what is within the rectangle including the whole architectural space and, 

in the case of Ten Paintings, the social space between the painting and the beholder.  

 

There are performative aspects of the Ten Paintings work that further serve to activate the space starting 

with the fact that the work surrounds the beholder creating a an all encompassing experience and a kind 

20  Krauss, Rosalind. “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” October, Vol. 8. Spring 1979, p. 34 
21 Fried, Michael. “Art and Objecthood.” Artforum, June 1967. P. 12 
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of stage within which the beholder acts. And Owens gives the beholder something to do. She invites them 

to talk to the painting, to ask a question. And the painting will reply. Of course, the answers, while drawn 

from a database of 1,000 possible replies,  are not meant to resolve the question posed but seem to 22

serve as a way to make real the dialogue Owen hopes to engender with her work. In this way, Owens not 

only activates the architectural space of the gallery but also the space between the beholder and the 

work.  

 

The way the space is designed, the layers of tactility, the engagement of the beholder with the interactive 

sound component all serve to deepen the sense of engagement. “Owens’ major accomplishment with this 

tactic of concealment and obstruction is to slow down, if not stall out completely, viewers tendencies to 

instantaneously read a square panel as a painting, and to jump immediately to aesthetic judgments. 

Instead she extends moments of speculation and musing, keeping us floating long last past the normal 

moment of obvious recognition and the hubris of thinking that we know, with a painting, just what we are 

looking at.”  23

 

Laura Owens collapses painting into sculpture, installation, photographic reproduction, architecture, 

performance, and drawing YET it remains painting. In describing her conceptual approach to painting, 

Owens says “I want to make something that is a painting and feels complete and maybe even seductive 

and trite but then I want to make something that makes no sense and is part of some kind of system of 

painting making that has some strange internal logic.”  I would say she succeeds. 24

 

 

  

22  Rothkopf, Scott, with contributions by Laura Owens. Laura Owens. New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 
2017, p.594 
23  Westin, Monica. “Review of Laura Owens exhibition at Wattis.” Artforum.com, June 2016.  
24   Rothkopf, Scott, with contributions by Laura Owens. 2017. Laura Owens. New York: Whitney Museum of 
American Art, p 622. 
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Conclusion 

Owens claims space for her work and invites the beholder in. She uses numerous stragtegies to activate 

the space and push the boundaries of what painting can be, physically and art historically. The audacity, 

precision, scale, and range present in her work makes it hard for the world to ignore. She manages to 

make paintings that profoundly shift the field of painting while remaining paintings and doing so in a way 

that is personal and expansive.  

 

“I feel like there’s a space of personal freedom for me where my art making happens.  

When I go to that space, I’m completely in this world of possibility.  

There’s no inner emotional state that I could compare it to;  

it’s a space that has its own properties,  

And they don’t have to do with happy or sad or any of that.“  25

- Laura Owens 

 

  

25  “Interview with Laura Owens.” www.believermag.com, May 1, 2003.  
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