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Vito Schnabel Gallery is pleased to present Spencer Lewis: Susan Mary, 
the gallery’s first exhibition dedicated to the Los Angeles-based artist. On 
view in St. Moritz will be 10 new large-scale paintings on raw jute canvases– 
loose, vibrant, intuitive abstractions that choreograph pictorial space and 
manifest the accumulation of Lewis’ process-driven gesture. With its title a 
dedication to the artist’s late mother, this solo exhibition will be Lewis’ first 
in Switzerland.
 
On view from July 7 through September 26, 2021, Susan Mary will be 
complemented by a special summer presentation of four new paintings by 
the artist in the intimate setting of the Vito Schnabel Gallery’s Clarkson 
Street space in New York, beginning June 22.
 
Born in Hartford, CT in 1979, Spencer Lewis is recognized for his works on 
cardboard and jute, executed in swathes of bright, saturated pigment with a 
charged physicality expressed in heavily worked and tactile surfaces, streaked 

lines, smears of paint, and rough, slashed strokes that crisscross back and forth with visceral force. Lewis builds his compositions in 
layers through unbridled, even violent movements, deliberately subjecting his paintings to fatigue and brute overworking in order 
to unleash their organic power. Each line, each point, each staccato mark that Lewis lays down on the canvas is an expression of his 
philosophy of painting itself.
 
The paintings to be presented at Vito Schnabel Gallery exude explosive, maximalist energy. Executed in blazing, combustible color, 
Lewis’ gestures here are fervent but grounded in formal poetics: his mission is to sustain an exploration of the complex relationships 
between line, color, and form. The natural hue and coarse, fibrous texture of jute provide an unexpected complement to the artist’s 
unbounded handling of paint. Ricocheting lines dart across dense fields of impasto with a remarkable velocity, derived from Lewis’ 
practice of rotating between several canvases at once over a span of days, weeks, and months. Time thus becomes another detectable 
element in these works, with surfaces that seem to suggest the very moment at which the artist’s ideas have bled through the action.
 
While Lewis’ gestural vigor echoes Abstract Expressionist action painting, the optics of his frenetic palette find resonance in Modernism. 
In his youth, Lewis discovered his mother’s books on Hans Hofmann and Willem de Kooning, which led him to acquire his own copies 
so he could draw over reproductions of their work with ballpoint pen, deconstructing their lines and planes of color. Such examinations 
were essential to his understanding of how to shift, fold, and construct space anew in his own paintings. The new works on view in 
Susan Mary together suggest the lessons learned through such early exercises; tangerine orange strokes set one composition ablaze, 
conversing with iris, wisps of neon green, azurite blue, and canary yellow pigments. In some paintings, Lewis’ variegated fields stretch 
to the outer limits of the works’ physical boundaries, with chaos and rhythm of line and color moving up and down, back and forth, from 
one field to another, in broad horizontal, vertical, and diagonal strokes. In some of the paintings, the artist’s gestures lead a viewer’s 
eye into intoxicated nests where line and color converge in a swarming space in the middle of the picture plane – a space Lewis often 
slashes with one final, definitive stroke.
 
The thrashing gestures in Lewis’ mature abstractions have evolved from an X-shape that dominated his early Cage paintings executed 
on cardboard. Those loosely narrative works evinced the architecture of the body by employing an underlying grid over which the 

Spencer Lewis, Untitled, 2020-2021, Oil, enamel and acrylic on jute, 101 3/4 x 
74 1/4 inches (258.4 x 188.6 cm); © Spencer Lewis; Photo by Ruben Diaz; 
Courtesy the artist and Vito Schnabel Gallery
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artist applied fields of flat color. Two cleaving lines crossed over the surface of these monumental canvases, rendering a vaguely 
anthropomorphic presence. An aperture was part of these works, suggesting a peering eye, while other representational fragments of 
the human face or body emerged and receded between thickets of knots.
 
Lewis is drawn to battered and degraded surfaces and allows chance to influence his artistic lexicon. His surface is not a precious object. 
His canvases are stacked one on top of another in his Los Angeles studio, where they get kicked, neglected, scuffed, and dragged across 
the floor. Lewis embraces these haphazard occurrences and concedes his work to the forces of his environment. The casualties that 
accrue there are part of the energy that incites his painterly practice– an energy that willfully pushes against the precariousness of the 
orthodoxy of the white cube gallery space and seeks to break open traditional notions of painting.
 
About the Artist
 
Spencer Lewis was born in 1979 in Hartford, CT. He received his BFA from the Rhode Island School of Design in 2001 and his MFA from 
the University of California, Los Angeles in 2008. His work has been the subject of numerous solo exhibitions, including at Harper’s, 
New York and East Hampton (2021, 2020, 2019, 2017); Nino Mier Gallery, Los Angeles (2016); and Edward Cella, Los Angeles (2014). His 
paintings have been included in recent group exhibitions at Kathryn Brennan Gallery, Los Angeles; Over the Influence, Los Angeles; LTD, 
Los Angeles; No Gallery, Los Angeles; Lowell Ryan Projects, Los Angeles; The Pit, Glendale, CA; Harper’s Books, East Hampton, NY; and 
Brennan and Griffin, New York; among others.
 
Lewis lives and works in Los Angeles, CA.
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