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of four large paintings a year and a half ago, which are moving very quickly, actually.
I suspect they’ll be done at the end of this year or next year.
In addition to that, I Cnished a boat house, which I designed and painted in Middleburgh,
New York, and a set of Cve murals for Robert Graham’s house in Venice, California. I’m
working on some smaller things now. All of this related to my ongoing concern about
these paintings that I’d like to make inside the building.
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Can you talk a little bit about – you mentioned one of the earlier buildings was going to

also include mosaic. Could you also talk about your relationship to mosaic and how it

informs your painting, and this idea about painted structure?

One of the most impressive experiences I’ve had – the thing that impressed me – one of

David Novros and Robert Graham, Venice California. 2006
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the things, in fact two of the things that impressed me the most were actually made out
of tile. One was Granada, and the way the mosaic worked. They’re not really mosaic in
the Western sense. Something else entirely different from the thing that knocked me

completely out when I saw it – Ravenna in ’63, and seeing the Galla Placidia
Mausoleum and the two baptistries and going down to Classe.

I would loved to
have gone to Russia
to see the great
mosaic cycles, but a
lot of that was
destroyed by the
Nazis, and that’s
another story.
Anyway, the
mosaics moved me
very much, and, in
fact, my father was
very interested in
mosaic, and had
made little mosaics
when I was a kid. He

worked for about 10 years on one little panel, about 20 inches by 30 inches; he loved the
Ravenna mosaics. It wasn’t until I went there and saw them that I realized the scale and
the meaning of them as an architectural art. I don’t think my father had ever – was aware
of that part of it, and really his mosaic was about reCning, kind of, color idea. When
restorers chip away the mosaics, they Cnd that the walls are painted underneath. Each
one of the mosaics was painted as a kind of little dot, in sinopia usually.
Then the mosaic layer, who was a different kind of artist – and he knew how to angle the
things, which ones would reject in which ways, and he was the one who was able to
bring this drawing to life. So you had a collaboration. You have the person who develops
the schema, the plan, the program. You have the person who paints the program out on
the form, lays it out, and then you have the person who realizes it in mosaic, which
appealed to me very much. I loved the idea of that collaborative thing.
Then if one can imagine being in Ravenna, let’s say, in the 7th, 8th century, and going into
one of these places for a service at St. Apollonaire, you would have come in, and, of

Galla Placidia Mausoleum, Ravenna, Italy.
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course, it was all candlelit or oil lamp. You came in and you sang, sang the whatever the
service was at the time. As you sang, you breathed, and your breath moved the
candlelight. That, in turn, shone on the mosaics, which moved. So there’s a certain
fantastic synergy between the people in the place and their experience with the painting.

The people animated the work?

The people animated the work.

Since we’re talking about these other strands of art history that, you know, are not the

Renaissance, would you mind talking a little bit about your interest in Russian painting

– because we’ve had some conversations about that, and it does seem to be important

to you.

Well, I’ll say it briejy, you know, because I don’t know any Russian painting, other than the
icons, Crsthand, and I love them and they’re beautiful, and I won’t say anymore about it.
But the things I would like to have seen and the things that I’ve been injuenced the most
by I’ve only seen in reproduction. Again, the Nazis destroyed a lot of this stuff during the
Second World War, in a wanton, disgusting, you know, typically German Nazi way, worse
than the Mongols even, destroyed some of the greatest of the Russian patrimony.
I always think it’s hysterical to hear the Germans crying that the Russians won’t give
them back the gold horde that the Germans themselves stole from the Greeks or the
Turks or whomever, and the Russians won’t give it back. They’re saying, well, you
destroyed our entire patrimony, you know. You’re asking us to give you back this thing
that you stole? I’m very much against the idea of proprietary ownership of art. I think it’s
really one of the worst aspects of the culture. We’ve turned everything into an ownership
issue.
In fact, these things belong to everybody, and especially the people on whose land they
were made, and it ought to be returned and made good. That includes Italian panel
paintings that are all divided up and sent around to one museum or another. They should
all be reunited to make them as close as possible to the original artist’s work.

You mentioned, too, with the paintings that you were working on for about 20 years –

you talked a little bit about image and how you were kind of searching for an image. I

was wondering if you could elaborate on that.

I don’t want to say too much about it, because it’s a very private conversation, and it
becomes made public when I Cnish the paintings.
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Okay. You know, what are your feelings? Like I mean, you’ve kind of operated outside

of the, you know, the mercantile part of the art world for a long time now. Can you tell

me a little bit about your experience with that?

Beyond the fringe, my experience with that. Well, I just said, I just stated it, and I’ve
written it in the foreword to the fresco book that I made for the Dallas thing, was that I
just don’t believe in private ownership of art.

So that puts you at odds with the whole system then?

Well, essentially.
At the same time, I’ve had to pay bills and raise a family, a child, and you know, try to
make a living like everybody else. In the early days, before I was really clear about this,
when I used to think that by showing and being in the art scene in New York at the time,
that I wasn’t really doing anything terrible. I thought it was okay, you know, and I still don’t
think I was doing anything terrible, nor do I think anybody now who sells work is doing
anything terrible. It’s just that my ambition is for something else.
I still probably will have to sell some art – if I’m lucky enough to do it – in order to
continue renting the studio, paying for the studio, and doing the normal day-to-day
things. But I’m not interested in having cars or fancy houses somewhere else. If you’re
willing to – if you forsake this notion of becoming a star, and being a rich star, if that
really isn’t interesting to you, then you can, sort of, do other things.

So it’s almost liberating in some ways?

Yes, I think so. I mean, it hasn’t all been totaled up yet. We’ll see when I Cnish these
paintings how liberating it is. I mean, I think I could have probably started working on this
building a long time ago if I had stayed within the gallery structure, because as it turned
out, I was totally mistaken. I thought I would have to leave the gallery structure in order to
do this. But now I see people who are able to do things. Develop in the gallery system,
that allows them to get support to do other things. Nobody who’s outside the system can
get that kind of support.

And do you feel like, when there is interest from institutions or collectors, it’s, like,

period interest, like they’re interested in the work of a certain period? Do you Mnd that

to be a problem?

Really, there hasn’t been that much interest, one way or another, new stuff, old stuff.
There are people who always have been interested and looked at my work. But I hardly
ever see any – I never see any curators, for instance, and I almost never see anybody
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from the gallery world. When somebody does a minimal, quote-unquote, show,
sometimes I’m included; sometimes I’m not. I don’t think much about it. I like the
paintings that I made, and especially the Cberglass ones that were shown in L.A.
Museum of Contemporary Art, and I’m always happy to see them up for exhibition.
But really, I’d like to have a retrospective. I mean, I know that sounds contradictory in

David Novros, letter to Novros family, 1965.
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terms of what we’re saying, but I’ve made so much work. I’ve made miles of paintings.
You could never show it in a museum, even half of it. They mostly come from a period up
until about 1978, when I was producing a lot of work and exhibiting a great deal and
showing in museums. The Menil rooms, things of that sort, I’d like to have put together
again and seen in some kind of historical context.

And I mean, given your interest in painted structures and even designing your own

structures, what are some of your ideas or feelings about architecture?

I have a lot of ideas about architecture, but what I do isn’t architecture. What I do is just a
kind of a shelter for the paintings. The more that became clear to me, the more liberated I
became, because then I didn’t have to worry about making a building, and I didn’t have to
think of it in terms of a building with electricity and water and all that. I thought of it as a
shell, and the simpler the shell became, the happier I was.
So on the outside, it’s kind of built in now to a hill, but on the inside, it’s somewhat like a
cave, a cross between a cave and an atrium-style Roman house. Just something that
most minimally protects the work, and allows people to come in and see it, albeit without
the kind of things that a museum has. You’d have to use candles if you came in at night.
That would be the only way to see it.

No gift shop, no fudge shop?

No gift shops and also no “use.” No “chapel,” because I don’t – I’m an atheist, and I don’t
have any feelings about religious art, other than the old religious art, that’s moved me in a
contemporary sense. My idea of religious art in a contemporary sense is somebody like
Rothko or Pollock. That’s just my idea of religious art.

One other thing I just wanted to bring up, since I’m bringing up touchy stuff. Your kind

of moving away from the galleries, timing-wise, it almost kind of coincided with the

ascension of postmodernism. I was wondering if you had any observations about that,

you know, having lived through it?

Yes. Well, I’ve always been – I have to admit, I’m a total snob, and I have very high
expectations for painting, extremely high expectations. It’s like that line of Rothko’s that
we talked about. When seeing the Pop guys, he said, “I thought we got rid of this stuff 30
years ago.”

Yes. I don’t think that a lot of that work has had very much staying power anyway. I

mean, now that we’re – now that that period is somewhat historical.
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Well, I don’t know. I don’t keep up with it. I don’t know, how much does a Julian Schnabel
go for at auction? Even if it only goes for half a million, it’s still way too much money.

Yes. Do you Mnd any of that work that came after your generation interesting?

My generation is a very speciCc kind of a time frame, you know. What are we talking?
We’re talking from the ’60s, right?

Yes.

I know people who are making work now that I think is interesting and good. I don’t have
the connection with anybody the way I did before, the way I had with Bob Duran or Brice
or Paul. I think that’s natural. I don’t think that’s a strange thing.

Well, I think you’re very, very serious about painting, and you do have very high

standards. I mean, could you go into that speciMcally? Like, what is it that you look for

in a painting, whether it’s somewhat contemporary or historical? I mean, what is it

that…

I’m not looking for something. I never look for something when I go to look at paintings.
“Looking at” is a bad word to talk about what happens when a painter goes to deal with
painting. I think “commune” is a better word. You don’t look. You’re in a kind of a
conversation back and forth with it. It’s more complex. Somebody who’s not a painter
looks and expects the painting to do something to them, like a TV screen or a movie
screen. But that’s not the way painting acts, in my experience.
Certainly some paintings, when – the Crst moment you see them, the hair stands up on
the back of your neck. It’s that visceral, physical reaction. For instance, the cave paintings
have that quality, the Niau in France, when I saw those recently. Bam! Now that’s what I
want. I don’t know how to get it exactly, but that’s what I want to get from work. Other
kind of paintings do the same thing. For instance, the Catalan Romanesque, which I’ve
recently seen in Barcelona.
Then there are other kind of paintings that are much slower, that don’t have that kind of
immediate “Bam!” effect. Rothko is someone – there are certain painters who have the
bang and then the sustained thing like Cézanne and Rothko. Then there are some people
who could only be seen after really a long period of experience with them, you know. For
instance, Poussin, who I saw recently; I couldn’t stand his paintings for many, many
years. I didn’t understand them. I always felt guilty, because I knew that Cézanne loved
them. I thought, oh, God, I’m letting Cézanne down by not getting off on his paintings. But
I’d seen a lot of them.
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You had mentioned that your father was a fan of Poussin.

Yes, my father, too. I just couldn’t get them. And then I began reading the Aeneid recently
in a new translation, and it coincided with the moment when those paintings were being
shown at the Met. Again, I went in and there was not an immediate reaction. But as I
stood in front of them, and their lights and their spaces and their poetry began to work on
me, I was deeply moved. They had something about them that I felt a great association
with, and it was that he knew nothing really about Greece or the classical world, and
didn’t know anything about agriculture, but was making agricultural, classical agricultural,
agrarian kind of images, without any sentimentality. I didn’t sense any sentimentality in
them, like a nostalgia for another time, that kind of thing. I felt that was a very modern
kind of approach.
Say I like a Romanesque painting, but I’m not going to make a Romanesque painting. At
the same time, I’d like to evoke it, the same way he evokes the classical world.

Yeah, a very delicate balance in his work. It’s a strange hybrid.

It’s very odd painting. They’re cinematic in their space and their depth, their change of
focus and all that, which makes them all so very modern. But they have a classicism, and
I don’t know any other word to use for them.

Nicolas Poussin, Venus Presenting Arms To Aeneas.
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I know poetry – you just mentioned the Aeneid – is very important to you. Did you want

to talk about your relationship to that, because – or what poetry you’ve been reading

lately?

Well, I’ve been reading a book of medieval Hebrew poetry that a man named Cole has
translated. It’s The Dream of the Poem. Those were new to me, and I think they’re great. I
read some Chinese poets recently that Brice gave me. I read it whenever I see it. I mean, I
read it in the newspaper yesterday in Krugman’s column. He was quoting Yeats, and I
thought it was such a great thought for the moment, “The Centre Cannot Hold.” I had to
write it down in one of my notebooks, it was so beautiful.
What I do, I don’t write poetry, but I sit in the mornings at my desk, looking at my
paintings and thinking and looking out on the street. Or out at the city somewhere. I get
ideas, and sometimes they form themselves into a poem, and I write them down. But I
don’t consciously sit there to write down poetry. Whenever I have tried that, it’s been a
disaster.
I have poems, and I like giving them to people when they ask me for statements for
catalogues, because it’s away from some idea about looking at the work through an
academic view or an art historical view. They can’t pin me as a Minimalist or whatever. If
they read the poetry, they’ll have a better understanding of what I’m trying to do than
anything I could write that would be explanatory.

I mean, a few minutes ago you just described yourself as an atheist, but, I mean, it

seems like your paintings have very strong spiritual qualities, at least that’s how I’ve

experienced them in the past.

Well, that’s good. I’m glad, but I don’t think you have to believe in God to have a spiritual
experience, a god, a, kind of, big daddy kind of God. I mean, you can believe in, you know,
the seasons, as I do.

So you want something more primordial, like those cave paintings that…

I don’t know that primordial’s the right word. But I want something that I can believe in.
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