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Catching Feelings: JORDAN STEIN speaks 
to Bruce Hainley about his new book, Rip Tales, 

an homage to Jay DeFeo and San Francisco

Time and Tides

Burt Glinn, Jay DeFeo 
working on The Rose 

(1958–66), 1960. Courtesy: 
© Burt Glinn and 
Magnum Photos

BRUCE HAINLEY Your new book, 
Rip Tales: Jay DeFeo’s Estocada & 
Other Pieces [2021], is an ode to San 
Francisco and its artists, but it’s 
also about the conversations that 
people who are committed to art 
have and that become how so much 
art is remembered once it is no 
longer visible – whether in dark alert 
behind a wall, like DeFeo’s The Rose 
[1958–66], or even more secret, as 
with the career of April Dawn Alison. 
Although George Kuchar is one of the 
dedicatees of Rip Tales, you decided 
not to have him or his work in the 
book itself. I wonder if you could 
talk about that decision as a way of 
discussing what you set out to do in 
placing this elusive DeFeo work at its 
heart rather than something else, say 
Kuchar’s Secrets of the Shadow World 
[1989–99], a title that would serve 
many works by the artists you love 
and discuss.

JORDAN STEIN I suspected that 
a good way to approach ideas of 
multiplicity might be to orbit the irre-
trievable; absence contains so much. 
The DeFeo work was destroyed before 
it was finished or photographed, so 
it was a valuable starting point. As 
a curator, artworks are often at the 
centre of my life, but art is about so 
much more than artworks, and has 
something to do with impossibil-
ity. I knew that Rip Tales wasn’t an 
exhibition, so I was able to think about 
time, space and visibility in a much 
different way, and transform the idea 
of a centre.

 I’m glad you asked about George. 
While Rip Tales begins with a story 
about moving to San Francisco and 
studying with Trisha Donnelly, I actu-
ally took his class first. I blush easily, 
so I wasn’t exactly prepared for the 
semester-long production of George’s 
Kiss of Frankenstein [2003], in which 
I played a leading role alongside 
Linda Martinez, his muse at the time.

I thought of something a number 
of times in the course of putting 
together Rip Tales, which is that the 
most effective way to see a star in the 
sky is by looking slightly askance. Not 
only can you perceive starlight more 
clearly that way, but it also inspires a 
reconsideration of what it means to 
perceive, both hyperliterally and meta-
phorically. Maybe George is my San 
Francisco star: the most exciting artist 
I’ve ever known. When I think about 
what he ‘taught’ me or what  
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own museum. As a writer curating 
a show at a commercial gallery, 
you had a kind of permission to do 
that – something simultaneously 
preposterous and legitimate; maybe 
that has something to do with value, 
real value. In the words of Emily 
Dickinson, we ‘Tell all the truth, but tell 
it slant’ [c.1858–65]. I think that value, 
like truth, is at perpetual risk of going 
straight. The art market is a fiction, but 
it’s anything but slant, and the same 
goes for followers, viewers or custom-
ers. Consensus isn’t slant and it can be 
really damaging to art, and to vision. 
As an independent curator – and one 
mainly working in public institutions 
– sales have never been a rubric of 
success, and I’ve relied on teaching 
and miscellaneous projects to finance 
Cushion Works, the exhibition space 
I operate in San Francisco. But the 
pandemic has scrambled all that, and 
now I’m sort of an accidental dealer  
on top of everything else, which is  
both exciting and confusing.

BH Rip tides: this oceanic force 
haunts your title of Rip Tales. One 
crucial current material you dwell on 
and manifest in the book’s form is 
duration, time going by. This is notable 
most immediately in your tracking 
of DeFeo’s various returns over years 
to the unfinished painting Estocada, 
its remains, but also in syncopating 
the chapters ‘about’ DeFeo with other 
(related) figures: the decades that April 
Dawn Alison worked away figuring 
herself out; the life cycle of Bruce 
Conner’s Homage to Jay DeFeo [1958]. 
How did you think about time in put-
ting the book together as well as in 
your choice of artists and works? 

I ‘learned’ during those weeks of  
overdubbing outrageous dialogue in 
a tiny bathroom on campus, my brain 
short circuits. A chapter about him 
would have made the book go dark,  
or too bright.

I did, however, make a show about 
George’s dog, Bocko, in Chicago a few 
years ago. Bocko figured in a number 
of iconic works, so it was a way to think 
about George while looking away – in 
this case at another species.

BH It tickled me that George  
was delighted to discover how high  
I priced his astounding painting, Bocko 
[1970], when I had to. I did so not only 
because George should always have 
been well paid but also because I 
didn’t want it to disappear from the 
world into the hands of a collector 
who didn’t know its true value – which, 
actually, should be tenderly akin to 
that of Vincent van Gogh’s Portrait of 
the Artist’s Mother [1888]. The value of 
the destroyed, absent, private, off-piste, 
overlooked, impossible – these might 
all be proxies for the inestimable – is 
something you probe. How do you 
reckon with value(s) in terms of the 
various hats you wear?

JS You were justified in pricing 
that painting as high as you did; it 
should go to a museum or have its 

Above
April Dawn Alison, Untitled, undated. 
Courtesy: San Francisco Museum of 

Modern Art and MACK

Below
George Kuchar, Bocko, 1970. 

Courtesy: © Kuchar Brothers Trust
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Art is capable of extraordinary 
and radical directness.

JORDAN STEIN

Bruce Hainley is a critic, writer and poet.  
He teaches at Rice University, Houston, USA. 

Jordan Stein is a curator and writer. 

JS Time and tide: the Bay Area 
as a series of coastlines (edges), and 
time itself as a material or medium, 
an endless pull. The good, long story 
of DeFeo’s Estocada is interrupted 
a number of times by other stories 
and other voices. The artists I’m most 
interested in take their time not exclu-
sively to ‘finish’ discrete works, but to 
surrender to something big, weird and 
possibly related to the oceanic force 
you mention.

BH You’re not interested in  
solving something, despite your dili-
gent gumshoeing. You provide tales,  
rooted in the compost of conversation, 
that can spark thinking, but the book, 
so effortlessly, by being structured 
around ‘interruptions’, puts a premium 
on silence, on what can’t be said, on 
what’s conveyed when words aren’t 
needed. There is a politics to this 
decision, although it isn’t what’s often 
recognized as ‘political’ right now.

JS As you can imagine, I spent 
a lot of time with DeFeo’s papers, art-
works, interviews and more. And, after 
all that, did I see her any more clearly? 
To an extent, of course, but can I tell 
you what truly motivated her as an 
artist? I found her just out of reach, 
which was revealing in its own way. 
I don’t think she sought definition,  
but a kind of generative instability.  
She couldn’t be solved.

Art speaks in its own myriad ways 
and shouldn’t be called on to speak 
as we do. We forget that art exists in 
the first place because it can’t be said 
any other way. I sense an increasing 
defensiveness of art’s ‘aboutness’ by its 
professional-managerial class, which 
I find cynical, because, as you note, 
an artwork is capable of extraordinary 
and radical directness on its own 
terms. I love a ruthless artist – not an 
asshole artist, but a ruthless one. 
Ruthlessness can be sweet, admirable 
or heart-breaking in its vision and 
commitment.

So much of life is exactly what  
it seems: the cops are racist; capital-
ism crushes; it’s not looking good 
for planet Earth. But art isn’t what it 
seems. Given how screwy the world is 
right now, I can understand people’s 
discomfort with this idea, but I think 
we need at least one thing that we 
can’t see right through. Artists have 
to protect themselves at all costs, 
really, from what anybody or anything 
wants from them. It may be wise to 
stay silent, slip between the cracks, 
and embrace a kind of politics that 
doesn’t look like politics ∙

Above
George Kuchar, Jordan 
Stein (right) and Flora 

Skivington (left) in The Kiss 
of Frankenstein, 2003. 
Courtesy: © Kuchar 

Brothers Trust and Video 
Data Bank 

Below
Jerry Burchard, Jay DeFeo 

in her Filmore Street studio, 
1958–59. Courtesy: Estate of 

Jerry Burchard


