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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on February 10, 2014.

Matthew Langley understands that he is a very lucky
man. He feels both fulfilled and comfortable as an artist and
has the opportunity to make a living through creating.
Langley grew up in Fairfax County, Virginia, in the 1970s
and 1980s, spending time in the museums of Washington,
DC. No one works in a vacuum, and he feels his art was
influenced by growing up in an interesting time. “There
was creativity all around,” he acknowledged. It was even so
at home. Although his mother was a nurse and his father
worked in computers, the family was always making
things. They created paper boats and games out of old
business cards, for example. His mother was proud of his
creativity: When he was 5, she entered one of his casual
drawings in a contest—and it won a prize.

Langley forged a career in graphic arts, eventually be-
coming the creative director at a design firm. The creative
director provides the overriding vision or strategy, the art
director implements the design, and the artists provide the
“nuts and bolts”—in other words they flesh out the details. His
graphic arts background led him to appreciate scalability,
which essentially involves using a grid to make things larger
or smaller. His current artwork is largely based on a grid.

In his 20s, Langley did not have much time to do
personal art. But in his 30s he made the decision to do more
painting and began creating suburban tableaux on wooden
panels. Langley never wanted to “make pictures of things,”
and he admitted that his paintings were not “speaking to him”
the way he wanted them to, so he began to pare down the
realism in them. He tried scaling one of his paintings up to a
50 � 60 inch canvas, but it was still just a painting of objects
to him. Eventually, his experiments led him to a grid format;
he began breaking his paintings down into small contiguous
sections. He likened it to the engineers’ dictum of thinking
about their work as a combination of manageable pieces:
combining small pieces to make a bridge, for example. Sim-
ilarly, a painting can be considered as consisting of many
small strokes that come together as a whole.

Langley was influenced by the Washington Color
School artists, whose abstract works used slabs of color,
but he wanted more than just flat blocks, stripes, and
washes of color. He began using a waxy substance in his
paint to create transparency. For example, in The Innocence
of Objects, the painting on this month’s cover, the wheaty
yellow area in the bottom two rows is made up of multiple
layers of paint applied over eight or nine sessions. The
viewer can look through the painting at the lower layers. In
the top row of the painting, there are a lot of greens floating
in and out. And the white row is not totally flat; even the

grid lines contain subsurface color. This multitude of color
creates a very active image. The work itself reveals the
underlying process of painting made visible.

Langley builds his images through action and reac-
tion. He gently and precisely applies paint, then roughly
scrapes it off. He has written that his artworks “come from
a series of divergent strategies. One of building and ex-
tending—the other of reducing and minimizing. These dis-
parate approaches are not a way to impose meanings on the
work, but can be viewed as a metaphoric crossroads. . . .
The image making that comes from this strategic foundation will
be clear, concise, and rational, while at the same time allow-
ing for a sense of community and/or contemplation to
develop in and around the artworks. . . . This open ended
approach is central to the artworks I create and allows them
to be developed with a non-specific exactness” (from the
artist’s “Statements” at http://matthewlangley.com/pages/
statements/).

Langley described his approach as influenced by the
precision and refinement of the American color field artists
of the 1960s as well as by the quick, roughness of the
German expressionists and the downtown New York paint-
ers of the 1980s. The work of one of these latter painters,
David Salle, whose paintings are often composed of images
on top of as well as inside of other images, makes a strong
comparison to Langley’s use of layering and colors that sit
on top of and underneath each other. The German expres-
sionist George Baselitz, on the other hand, makes the act of
applying paint to a canvas obvious by inverting his images
and using bold strokes of color to manipulate the emotional
element of a painting.

Titles are part of Langley’s work, but “titles are kind
of funny” according to Langley. He views them as invita-
tions to explore the image more deeply—skeleton keys that
viewers can use as they choose. Langley’s titles often come
from his journal. He feels that titles have become critical to
his work; they are part of the image but do not define the
image. He thinks that they “re-establish a connection to the
visible world and hopefully trigger a series of associations
and ideas that are related between the artwork and the
connotation in the viewer’s awareness. . . . This could be
viewed as a shorthanded poetry or similar device that
allows further thought in connection to the viewer’s expe-
rience of the artworks” (from “Statements” at http://mat-
thewlangley.com/pages/statements/). The title of the paint-
ing on this month’s cover raises the question: Just how
innocent are objects?

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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