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NATHANIEL MARY QUINN 
 
 
BORN 
 
  1977, Chicago, IL 
  Lives and works in Brooklyn, NY 
 
 
EDUCATION  
 
2002  M.F.A. New York University, New York NY 
 
2000  B.A. Wabash College, Crawfordsville, IN 
 
 
SOLO EXHIBITIONS 
 
2019  Madison Museum of Art, Madison, WI (forthcoming) 
 
2018    The Land, Salon 94, New York, NY 
   Soundtrack, M+B, Los Angeles, CA          
 
2017                 Nothing’s Funny, Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago, IL   
        On that Faithful Day, Half Gallery, New York, NY 
 
2016   St. Marks, Luce Gallery, Torino, Italy 
   Highlights, M+B, Los Angeles, CA 
 
2015   Back and Forth, Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago, IL 
 
2014   Past/Present, Pace London Gallery, London, UK 
   Nathaniel Mary Quinn: Species, Bunker 259 Gallery, Brooklyn, NY  
 
2013   The MoCADA Windows, Museum of Contemporary and African Diasporan Arts     

Brooklyn, NY 
 
2011  Glamour and Doom, Synergy Gallery, Brooklyn, NY 
 
2008   Deception, Animals, Blood, Pain, Harriet’s Alter Ego Gallery, Brooklyn, NY 
 
2007 The Majic Stick, curated by Derrick Adams, Rush Arts Gallery, New York, NY  
 The Boomerang Series, Colored Illustrations/One Person Exhibition: “The Sharing 

Secret”  Children’s Book, The Children’s Museum of the Arts, New York, NY 
 
2006        Urban Portraits/Exalt Fundraiser Benefit, Rush Arts Gallery, New York, NY  
 Couture-Hustle, Steele Life Gallery, Chicago, IL  
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2004              The Great Lovely: From the Ghetto to the Sunshine, curated by Hanne Tierney, Five 
Myles Gallery, New York, NY 

 
 
GROUP EXHIBITIONS 
 
2018 Echoes: Identity and Politics in Contemporary Collage, Museum of Contemporary

 Photography, Columbia College, Chicago, IL (forthcoming) 
For Opacity: Elijah Burgher, Nathaniel Mary Quinn, and Toyin Ojih Odutola, The Drawing 
Center, New York, NY (forthcoming) 
Museum of Contemporary Photography, Columbia College, Chicago IL (forthcoming) 
Halsey Institute of Contemporary Art, College of Charleston School of the Arts,    

 Charleston, SC (forthcoming) 
Reclamation! Pan-African Works from the Beth Rudin DeWoody Collection, Taubman 

  Museum of Art, VA  
 

2017  Color People, curated by Rashid Johnson, Rental Gallery, East Hampton, NY 
 Hope And Hazard: A Comedy Of Eros, curated by Eric Fischl, Hall Art Foundation, New 

York, NY   
 

2016 Rhona Hoffman 40 years Part 2, Rhona Gallery, Chicago, IL  
 Still/Moving: Photographs and Video Art from the DeWoody Collection, Norton Museum  
 of Art, West Palm Beach, FL 
 like·ness, Albertz Benda, New York, NY  
 
2015  Unrealism, organized by Jeffrey Deitch and Larry Gagosian, Miami, FL 
  Russian Doll, M+B, Los Angeles, CA 
  5 x 5: Other Voices, Litvak Gallery, Tel Aviv, Israel 
  American Survey Pt: I, Papillon Gallery, Los Angeles, CA 
  Here He Come: Black Jesus, Rawson Projects, Brooklyn, NY 
  Driscoll Babcock Gallery, New York, NY 
 
2014 Ballroom Marfa Benefit Gala, Prince George Ballroom, New York, NY 
 Frieze London Art Fair, Pace Gallery, London, UK  
 Whitney Museum of American Art | Art Auction Party, Highline Stages, New York, NY 

Look At Me: Portraits from Manet to the Present, Leila Heller Gallery, New York, NY 
 

2013 American Beauty, Susan-Inglett Gallery, New York, NY 
Corpus Americus, Driscoll Babcock Gallery, New York, NY 
Doin’ It In The Park, Rush Arts Gallery, New York, NY 

 
2012 SITE Project, The Humanities Gallery; Long Island University; Brooklyn Campus, 

Brooklyn, NY 
 
2011 Alumni Group Exhibition, Wabash College Contemporary Art Gallery, Crawfordsville, IN 
 
2010 Gold Rush Awards Benefit Auction, Rush Arts Gallery, New York, NY 
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2009 Children’s Museum of the Arts Art Auction, Children’s Museum of the Arts, New York, NY 
 Luck of the Draw, Rush Arts Gallery, New York, NY 
 
2008 Macro-Micro, Gallery Satori, New York, NY 

The Mythic Female, Gallery Satori, New York, NY 
 
2007 Rush For Life Benefit Exhibition, Rush Arts Gallery; Rush Philanthropic & Arts 

Foundation, New York, NY 
 BOMB Magazine 26th Anniversary Gala, New York, NY 
 
2006 Fragmentations of the Self: Smeared, Smudged, Marked, Drawn, Rush Arts Gallery, New 
 York, NY 
   
2004 Phat Farm Show, Rush Arts Gallery, New York, NY 

The National African American Arts Exhibition, Rush Arts Gallery, New York, NY 
 Exhibition of Recent Charcoal Drawings; The Wooster Arts Space, New York, NY 

AIM 23, Artist-in-the-Marketplace; The Bronx Museum of the Arts, New York, NY 
 
 
SELECTED PRESS  
 
2018 Scott, Andrea K. “Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s Cubist Portraits Address the Psychic Ruptures 

of Gentrification in Brooklyn,” The New Yorker, September 15 
  Das, Jareh. “New York Exhibitions: The Autumn Lowdown,” OCULA, September 14 
  Casone, Sarah and Caroline Goldstein. “Meet 6 Artists Making Their New York Solo 

Show Debuts This Fall,” Artnet News, September 12 
  Bogojev, Sasha. “Nathaniel Mary Quinn Portrays ‘The Land,’” Juxtapoz, September 7 
  Rees, Lucy. “How Artist Nathaniel Mary Quinn Got on the Collector Hot List,” Galerie 

Magazine, August 27 
  “Nathaniel Mary Quinn on Painting the Politics of Race in America,” British Vogue, 

August 
  Safari, Ida. “Nathaniel Mary Quinn”, Artillery Magazine, June 12 
  Ollman, Leah. “Like Song Sampling As Painting: Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s Puzzle-Like 

Portraits of Personhood,” Los Angeles Times, June 6 
 
2017  Solway, Diane. “The 6 Rising Artists You Must Know In 2018,” W Magazine, December 4 
  Lehrer, Adam. “With A Radically Honest Painting Style, Artist Nathaniel Mary Quinn Taps 

Into Art Market,” Forbes, October 25 
  Bogojev, Sasha, “Nathaniel Mary Quinn And The Family Of Man,” Juxtapoz, August 
  Carrigan, Margaret. Home Bittersweet Home: Nathaniel Mary Quinn, Modern Painters, 

April 5 
 
2016 Krasinski, Jessica. “Nathaniel Mary Quinn,” ELLE Decor, November 
  Boutboul, Charlotte. “Artist to Watch: Nathaniel Mary Quinn,” Whitewall, August 16 
  Agustsson, Sola. “Piecing It All Together: Nathaniel Mary Quinn Transfigures a Shattered 
  World,” Artslant, May 31 
  Mizota, Sharon. “From housing project to gallery wall: Nathaniel Mary Quinn's portraits  
  put subjects in a new light,” Los Angeles Times, May 25 
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  “Interview with Dexter Winberly,” Issue Magazine, May 13 
  Powers, Bill. “’Art Derives From Everything in Life’: A Talk with Nathaniel Mary Quinn,” 
  Artnews, May 12 
  Saltz, Jerry. “11 Artists Poised to Have Breakout Years in 2016,” New York Magazine, 
  April 22 
  Thomason, John. “Still/Moving Plumbs Collector’s Eclectic Psyche,” Boca Raton 
  Magazine, April 1 
 
2015 Walker, Julie. “17 Brilliant Black Artists Featured at Art Basel in Miami,” The Root; 
  December 6 
  “Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s portraits recreate the grotesque specters of the Robert Taylor 
  Homes,” Chicago Reader; October 13 
  Fair, Audrey. “Must-See Art Guide: Chicago,” Artnet News, September 17 
  Pepi, Mike. “Vision Quest: An artist channels his past through his painting,” Modern 
  Painters, September 
 
2014   “Nathaniel Mary Quinn: Past/Present at Pace London,” Arts & Culture; Arts Observed;  
    London, September 20 
    Clark, Nick. “Nathaniel Mary Quinn: Artist Who Grew Up in Chicago Poverty Chooses  

  London for First Show,” Arts & Entertainment, The Independent; London,   
  September 12 

    Frank, Priscilla, “Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s Disfigured Portraits Would Make Even Francis  
  Bacon Shudder,” Arts & Culture, Huffington Post, September 9 
  “Nathaniel Mary Quinn: Past/Present,” Arts & Culture; One-Person Exhibition at Pace   
  London; TimeOut London, September 8 

      “An Unusual Artist: Nathaniel Mary Quinn,” Another Magazine; September 7 
 Jean, Ella. “Being Past/Present: An Interview with Nathaniel Mary Quinn,” Arts & Culture, 

Loose  Lips Magazine; September 6 
Van Spall, India. “The Blood of Violence and Academia Clash in this New Show,” Arts & 
Culture, Dazed and Confused Magazine; September 4 

 “Nathaniel Mary Quinn: Past/Present,” Arts & Culture; London Evening Standard; 
September 

                 “D.C. Art Collector Rebuilds a Bolder Collection After a Fire,” Interview of Peggy Cooper  
  Cafritz, one of the country’s leading collectors of African-American Contemporary  
  Art; author Diane Brady; Bloomberg Businessweek, March 19 

    Bunyard, Jesc. “The Interview: Nathaniel Mary Quinn,” Arts & Culture, Hunger TV;  
  August 27 

    Kealoha, Ami and Sheena Sood. “Nathaniel M. Quinn: ‘Deception, Animals, Blood, and  
  Pain,’” one-person exhibition, Harriet’s Alter Ego Gallery, Cool Hunting; February 28 

    Wimberly, Dexter. “Nathaniel Mary Quinn: “King Kong Ain’t Got Nothing On Me,” 
                    Afropunk; February 21 
    Cotter, Holland. “American Beauty,” art review of group exhibition at Susan-Inglett  

  Gallery, The New York Times, January 23 
 
2010    Womack, Ytasha. “Post Black: How a New Generation is Redefining African-American  
    Identity,” Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books  
 
AWARDS, GRANTS, FELLOWSHIPS 
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2008  Center for the Book Arts Prize Nominee, New York 
 
2005   Joan Mitchell Painting and Sculpture Foundation Fellowship Nominee, New York 
 
2004  Five Myles Gallery Artist’s Grant Award, New York 

Bronx Museum of the Arts, AIM (Artist-in-the-Marketplace) artist-in-residence prize 
winner; New York 

 
2002  Freedom School Award, Chicago, IL 

President’s Service Awards, Resident Assistant, New York University 
Nia Award Winner; Lorraine Hansberry Artistic/Performance/Fine Arts Award, New York   
University, 2002  
National Arts Club Prize Winner, New York City 

 
2001  National Arts Club First Prize Winner, New York City 

OASIS ISM-Project Grant, New York University 
 
2000   Opportunity Fellowship, New York University, 2000-2002 

Phi Beta Kappa Prize, Wabash College  
Paul J. Husting Award in Art, Wabash College  
Malcolm X Institute Award, Malcolm X Institute of Black Studies, Wabash College  
 
 

COLLECTIONS 
 

The Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, IL 
Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, NY 
Burger Collection, Hong Kong 
Hall Art Foundation, Reading, VT 
Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, CA 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, CA 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, CA 
Pizzuti Collection, Columbus, OH 
Sheldon Museum of Art, Lincoln, NE 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY 
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NATHANIEL MARY QUINN 
 

 
Nathaniel Mary Quinn (b. 1977, Chicago, IL) received his BFA from Wabash College and MFA from New 
York University. Recent solo exhibitions include Nothing’s Funny at Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago; 
Highlights at M+B, Los Angeles; Past/Present at Pace Gallery, London; and Hybrids: The Windows 
Exhibit at the Museum of Contemporary African Diasporan Arts, New York. Quinn’s work will be on view 
in a three-person show, For Opacity: Elijah Burgher, Nathaniel Mary Quinn, and Toyin Ojih Odutola at 
The Drawing Center in New York this fall. Recent group exhibitions include Reclamation! Pan-African 
Works from the Beth Rudin DeWoody Collection at the Taubman Museum of Art, Roanoke, VA; Echoes: 
Identity and Politics in Contemporary Collage, Museum of Contemporary Photography, Columbia College, 
Chicago, IL; and Hope and Hazard: A Comedy Of Eros, curated by Eric Fischl at Hall Art Foundation, 
New York. Recent press includes New York Magazine, Modern Painters, Los Angeles Times, Forbes, 
The Independent (London), and Huffington Post. The artist’s work is in the permanent collections of the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; Los Angeles County Museum of Art; Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles; The Art Institute of Chicago; The Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; and 
the Brooklyn Museum, among others. Nathaniel Mary Quinn lives and works in Brooklyn. 
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NATHANIEL MARY QUINN 
 
 

Selected Portfolio 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of The Land, solo show at Salon 94, New York 

September 7 – October 27, 2018 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of The Land, solo show at Salon 94, New York 

September 7 – October 27, 2018 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of The Land, solo show at Salon 94, New York 

September 7 – October 27, 2018 



 

612 NORTH ALMONT DRIVE, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 90069  TEL 310 550 0050  FAX 310 550 0605  WWW.MBART.COM 

 
 

Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of Soundtrack, solo show at M+B, Los Angeles 

May 19 – June 23, 2018 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Duckworth, 2018 

signed, titled and dated verso 
oil paint, paint stick, oil pastel and gouache on linen 

36 x 36 inches (91.4 x 91.4 cm) 
(NQ.18.0009.36) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of Soundtrack, solo show at M+B, Los Angeles 

May 19 – June 23, 2018 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of Soundtrack, solo show at M+B, Los Angeles 

May 19 – June 23, 2018 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Superman, 2018 

signed, titled and dated verso 
black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil pastel, paint stick, acrylic gold leaf on Coventry Vellum paper 

paper size: 16 x 13 inches (40.6 x 33 cm) 
framed size: 20 x 17 3/4 x 1 1/2 inches (50.8 x 45.09 x 3.81 cm) 

(NQ.18.0005.16) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of Soundtrack, solo show at M+B, Los Angeles 

May 19 – June 23, 2018 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Mend, 2018 

signed, titled and dated verso 
black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil pastel, oil paint, paint stick on Coventry Vellum paper 

paper size: 20 x 20 inches (50.8 x 50.8 cm) 
framed size: 24 3/4 x 24 3/4 x 2 3/4 inches (62.87 x 62.87 x 6.99 cm) 

(NQ.18.0008.20) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of Soundtrack, solo show at M+B, Los Angeles 

May 19 – June 23, 2018 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of St Marks, solo show at Luce Gallery, Torino, Italy 

November 5, 2016 – February 4, 2017 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of St Marks, solo show at Luce Gallery, Torino, Italy 

November 5, 2016 – February 4, 2017 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Terry, 2016 

black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil pastel, paint-stick on vellum 
44-1/2 x 54-1/2 inches (113.5 x 138.8 cm) 

unique  



 

612 NORTH ALMONT DRIVE, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 90069  TEL 310 550 0050  FAX 310 550 0605  WWW.MBART.COM 

 
 

Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Wide Asleep, 2016 

black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil pastel, oil paint, paint-stick on vellum 
17 x 17 inches (43 x 43 cm) 

unique  
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of Highlights, solo show at M+B, Los Angeles 

May 13 – June 25, 2016 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of Highlights, solo show at M+B, Los Angeles 

May 13 – June 25, 2016 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation view of Highlights, solo show at M+B, Los Angeles 

May 13 – June 25, 2016 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Elaina, 2016 

black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, 
oil pastel, oil paint, paint stick on vellum 
33-3/8 x 33-3/8 inches (84.8 x 84.8 cm) 

(NQ.16.007.33) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Rosey, 2016 

black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, 
oil pastel, oil paint, paint stick on vellum 

15 x 14-1/2 inches (38.1 x 36.8 cm) 
(NQ.16.002.15) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Van Williams, 2016 

black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil pastel on vellum 
21 x 16-1/8 inches (53.3 x 41 cm) 

(NQ.16.009.21) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Super-Fly, 2015 

black charcoal, soft pastel, oil pastel, 
oil paint, paint stick, gouache on vellum  

21 x 19-5/8 inches (53.3 x 49.8 cm) 
(NQ.15.005.21) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Black Jesus, 2015 

charcoal, gouache, oil pastel, oil paint and 
paint stick on Coventry vellum paper 
 74-1/4 x 44 inches (189 x 112 cm) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation View of Back and Forth, solo show at Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago 

September 11 – October 24, 2014 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation View of Back and Forth, solo show at Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago 

September 11 – October 24, 2014 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Class of 92, 2015 

black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil pastel and 
paint stick on Coventry vellum paper 

34 x 38 inches (86.4 x 96.5 cm) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Erica with the Pearl Earring, 2015 

black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil pastel, oil paint, 
paint stick, acrylic silver on pastel on vellum 

25-1/2 x 25-1/2 inches (64.8 x 64.8 cm) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Junebug, 2015 

black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil pastel, oil paint, 
paint stick, acrylic silver leaf on vellum 

41 x 44 inches (104.1 x 111.8 cm) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation View of Past/Present, solo show at Pace London 

September 5 – October 4, 2014 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation View of Past/Present, solo show at Pace London 

September 5 – October 4, 2014 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Installation View of Past/Present, solo show at Pace London 

September 5 – October 4, 2014 



 

612 NORTH ALMONT DRIVE, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 90069  TEL 310 550 0050  FAX 310 550 0605  WWW.MBART.COM 

 
 
 

Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Monique, 2014 

black charcoal, oil-pastel, oil-paint, paint-stick, gouache on Lenox Paper 
36 x 43 inches (91.4 x 109.2 cm) 

unique  
(NQ.14.003.36) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Diane, 2014 

black charcoal, oil-pastel, oil-paint, paint-stick, gouache on Lenox Paper 
37 x 37 inches (94 x 94 cm) 

unique  
(NQ.14.001.37) 
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
Motorcycle Pig, 2014 

black charcoal, oil-pastel, oil-paint, paint-stick, gouache on Lenox Paper 
60 x 44 inches (152.4 x 111.8 cm) 

unique  
(NQ.14.005.60) 
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NATHANIEL MARY QUINN 
 
 

Press and Press Releases 
 



“I love my neighbors.  We speak nearly every day.  They have 

embraced me into their world – their land.  Now, it is my home, 

my neighborhood.  Many have lived here for more than a half 

century, and while they have witnessed much change, never have 

they seen the dramatic alteration currently in motion on account of 

gentrification.” Nathaniel Mary Quinn. August 2018

Salon 94 opens its fall season with Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s The
Land, marking the artist’s inaugural exhibition with the gallery, 
and his first large-scale presentation in New York. Quinn’s 
singular approach to portraiture is both highly associative and 
autobiographical, and includes family and friends, teachers, 
neighbors, and interlopers. While tradition has a subject “sit” 
for a portrait, Quinn’s figures emerge from his own unresolved 
memory and vision. Thus the work is fueled by intuition, empathy 
and spirituality, where he aims to “lay down the sensation and 
opaqueness of my relationships.”

Working in acrylic, charcoal, gouache, oil paint, paint sticks, 
and gold leaf, he paints hybrid, fractured portraits – balancing 
between the beautiful and the grotesque, the sinister and the 
benevolent. Quinn’s sleight of hand becomes more and more 
pronounced as his figures are further fractured and divided; a 
Cubist technique of painted trompe l’oeil collage. A Chicago 
native, Quinn’s upbringing was deeply impactful. Violence, 
abandonment, and poverty were familiar obstacles in his 
personal narrative. Combining that history with an exhaustive 
range of source materials from fashion magazines, news, and 
advertising, his figures sit in kinetic tension.

“The memory of a specific person is the ground upon which he builds. Quinn stitches this memory together with fantasy – excerpting visual cues 
of the superhero or the beauty, the king or the hustler. He draws from art history as well as that constant flow of everyday imagery, the visual 
culture screaming for our attention. Quinn will pluck out an eye, or cut out some lips, perhaps seize a hat or a hand. He keeps these remnants 
pinned up around the work as he draws – they complete the figure, for with memory a passing resemblance can quickly become part of its 
definition. It is with tremendous technical skill that Quinn is able to draw all of these elements by hand, employing multiple styles – the broken 

line of energetic abstraction will butt up against a strip drafted with the precision of photographic clarity. Distinct aesthetic elements may point 

towards collage but no – this is one piece – a single body on paper, rendered entirely by the artist, unified.” Curator, Co-Director of the Estate 
of Gordon Matta-Clark, Jessamyn Fiore, July 2018

NATHANIEL MARY QUINN

The Land
September 7 - October 27, 2018
Salon 94 Bowery and Salon 94 Freemans
Opening Reception Friday, September 7, 6-8 PM

SALON 94     243 BOWERY     New York, NY 10002     212 979 0001     www.salon94.com

Nathaniel Mary Quinn, The Borrower, 2018
Oil paint, paint stick, oil pastel, gouache on linen canvas, 14 x 11 inches (35.6 x 27.9 cm)



The Land is populated by 15 portraits from Quinn’s Crown Heights neighborhood, a diverse, working class black community undergoing 
rapid gentrification. In the artist’s words, “It’s my desire and mandate to highlight the internalized worlds of residents in my community.” 
Cultivating relationships over time, a series of complex characters emerge, from a head on portrait of a melancholy matron, Night 
Model, to a more vague, shadowy figure slinking around a chain linked fence. Greenery is slipped into a few of the otherwise barren 
backgrounds.

His next door neighbor, known as the Mayor of St. Marks, aka “B” (for Brandon) lives on the second floor of his mother’s house; his 
sister, along with her husband, live on its the top floor.  “In B’s portrait, there’s a soft, gentle weight imbedded in its form, especially with 
the sweep of women’s hair, a notation of his personal reality – the prodigal yet dependent son living with two strong and independent 
women.” B is depicted with a pronounced darting “horse eye” – highlighting him as an acute observer of the daily movements and 
transitions around him. The Mayor of St. Marks, like the artist himself, is a gatherer of information who never misses a beat. Theirs is a 
shared experience, yet of different fates. In Quinn’s words, “I’ve found that the line between my neighbors and I is so tenuous, as to 
hardly exist.”

Living in Brooklyn, New York, Nathaniel Mary Quinn (b. 1977, Chicago, IL) received his BFA from Wabash College and MFA from 
New York University. Recent solo exhibitions include Nothing’s Funny at Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago; Highlights at M+B, Los 
Angeles; Past/Present at Pace Gallery, London; and Hybrids: The Windows Exhibit at the Museum of Contemporary African Diasporan 
Arts, New York. Quinn’s work will be on view in a three-person show, For Opacity: Elijah Burgher, Nathaniel Mary Quinn, and Toyin Ojih 
Odutola at The Drawing Center in New York this fall. The artist’s work is in the permanent collections of the Whitney Museum of 
American Art, New York; Los Angeles County Museum of Art; Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles; The Art Institute of 
Chicago; The Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; and the Brooklyn Museum, among others.  Quinn joined Salon 94 in 2017.

Salon 94 Bowery is located at 243 Bowery near Stanton Street and is open from Tuesday through Saturday, 11- 6 PM.  Salon 94 
Freemans is located at 1 Freeman Alley off of Rivington Street and is open from Tuesday through Saturday, 11- 6 PM. 

For more information please call (212) 979-0001 or email info@salon94.com. For all press inquiries, please contact Sophie Wise 
at sophie@companyagenda.com or call 212-358-9516.

SALON 94     243 BOWERY     New York, NY 10002     212 979 0001     www.salon94.com
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn's Cubist Portraits Address the Psychic Ruptures of 
Gentrification in Brooklyn
By Andrea K. Scott
September 15, 2018

“I paint forms as I think them, not as I see them,” Picasso said. Nathaniel 
Mary Quinn, the forty-one-year-old New York artist, paints people as he 
feels them, not as they look. His fragmented approach to the human figure 
is a realist riff on synthetic Cubism. His composite portraits (at Salon 94, 
through October 27th) may look like collages—a hallmark of Cubism—but 
they aren’t. Instead, he meticulously renders each piece of his pictorial 
puzzles in oil, paint stick, pastel, charcoal, gouache, and gold leaf, based 
on shards of images he finds online, in fashion magazines, and even in 
his own photo albums.

Quinn’s path to painting is as striking as his art work. (The best account 
of it is the artist’s own, published in the August issue of British Vogue.) 
Growing up in Chicago, in the Robert Taylor Homes, a housing project 
known as the Hole, he was such a gifted draftsman that gangs offered 
him protection on the condition that he draw them into a comic strip. At the 
age of fifteen, he earned a scholarship to the Culver Academies boarding 
school, in Indiana. (The school’s Web site lists notable alumni, including 
George Steinbrenner and Gene Siskel. Note to Culver: add Quinn to the 
list.) During his first month at school, his mother, Mary, died—it was then 
that he folded her name into his own. When Quinn returned home to Chi-
cago for Thanksgiving, he discovered that his father and four brothers had 
moved away, abandoning him without notice. He has not seen them since.

"The Borrower", 2018
Artwork by Nathaniel Mary Quinn / Salon 
94

After receiving an M.F.A., in painting, at N.Y.U., Quinn supported himself by teaching at-risk youth in New York through 
the Center for Alternative Sentencing and Employment Services (CASES). He painted at night, using the second bed-
room in the apartment he shared with his wife as a studio. He exhibited steadily for a decade, mostly in New York, with 
one-person shows at the Five Myles gallery and Rush Arts, among other spaces. But the media loves an overnight 
sensation and, in 2014, when the global powerhouse Pace offered Quinn a show at their London gallery, the headline in 
one local newspaper read, “Artist who grew up in poverty in Chicago chooses London for first show.” Shows in Chicago, 
L.A., and Turin, Italy, followed, as did sales to celebrities (Elton John, Anderson Cooper, Carmelo Anthony), and, most 
important, acquisitions by the Whitney and the Art Institute of Chicago.



The portraits in Quinn’s new show are based on his neighbors in Crown Heights, where he and his wife recently bought 
a house. He recognizes an old Brooklyn vanishing, and his portraits convey the psychic ruptures of gentrification but also 
what he described to me recently as “the complexities of the human essence.” “We are a cacophony of experience,” he 
said. “Not just a seamless self.” Of course, art that aims to reach beyond the visible world to express sensation is as old 
as Impressionism, and Quinn is clearly steeped in art history. There’s no denying his debt to Francis Bacon (although 
he replaces the British artist’s existentialism with empathy), and, just as Bacon looked back to Velázquez, one can see 
Quinn rifling through the canon. Take, for instance, in “Homeboy Down the Block,” the extravagant hat that tops the 
tumbled features—eyes at once too low and too high above a cinematically black-and-white mouth—which might have 
been filched from the head of a Dutchman in a portrait by Frans Hals.

Andrea K. Scott is the art editor of Goings On About Town and has profiled the artists Cory Arcangel and Sarah Sze for the 
magazine. 

"Homeboy Down The Block", 2018
Artwork by Nathaniel Mary Quinn / Salon 94
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How Artist Nathaniel Mary Quinn Got on the Collector 
Hot List 
 
By Lucy Rees 
August 27, 2018 

 
 

It’s hard to forget the portraits of Nathaniel Mary Quinn. Looking into the fragmented, kaleidoscopic faces, 
the features seem startlingly familiar—an old friend, a neighbor, or perhaps someone you saw crossing 
the street. 
 
Though Quinn’s works appear to be collages, they are actually paintings—perfectly rendered in charcoal, 
gouache, and pastel from images he spends hours searching for on websites, in fashion magazines, and 
even on Instagram. The resulting tension between the grotesque and the beautiful, the strange and the 
alluring is powerful. 
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The Chicago-based artist’s story is as astounding as his artworks. The 
youngest of five brothers, Quinn grew up on the South Side of Chicago, 
in the one of the most notorious public housing projects in the country. 
At age 15, while attending boarding school in Indiana, he received 
notice that his mother had died. Upon returning home, he discovered 
his father and brothers had abandoned him. This heartbreaking 
personal tragedy continues to have a tremendous influence on his work, 
allowing him to explore the complex constructions of identity and 
memory. 
 
Throwing himself into art-making, the young talent went on to graduate 
from an MFA program at NYU. He then spent some years teaching 
disadvantaged youth before turning to painting full time in 2015. He’s 
now represented by Rhona Hoffman in Chicago, M+B in Los Angeles, 
and recently, the Parisian dealer Almine Rech, and his work has 
garnered a waitlist of some 200 international collectors. “By looking at 
his works,” Rech says, “we’re led to reconnect with his own memories of forgotten faces or places and 
reflect upon what led him to be where he is now.” 

 
Moved by the impactful nature of his work, Ari Emanuel, 
Anderson Cooper, Elton John, and Carmelo Anthony have all 
snapped up his pieces after spending time visiting his 
sprawling studio in Crown Heights, Brooklyn. “Nathaniel 
showed me all his pieces and sketches that he’s working on,” 
Carmelo Anthony told Galerie in a recent interview. “I loved 
almost everything in there, but I just kept coming back to this 
one piece, called Chainsaw Master, which wasn’t even 
finished yet. I just had to have it.” 
 
This fall is shaping up to be especially bright, with a solo show 
at Salon 94 and a group exhibition with Elijah Burgher and 
Toyin Ojih Odutola at New York’s Drawing Center. 
 
We sat down with the vivacious artist to talk about his 
inspirations, incredible process, and a few celebrity tales for 

good measure. 
 
Galerie: You’re in the midst of preparing for a flurry of shows. How do you know when a work is 
finished? 
 
Nathaniel Mary Quinn:  I’m a very harsh critic of my work. I firmly believe that I am yet to make a good 
work. There is a threshold that the works must meet in order for them to leave my studio. Let’s say 10 is 
the best and 1 is the worst. Each work must be at least a 6. I feel like every piece is around a 5.9. 
 
Who are the characters in your new series of paintings? Are they people you know? 
 
All my work is based on real people. They are people I either actually know, have met, or spent time with. 
This body of work is a reflection of the community in which I currently live. I’m fascinated by this 
community. I’m trying to record the old school community, the guys I talk to every day, the guys on the 
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street. It’s my way of trying to record that history. The question is, why does one need to record this 
history? Because this history is going to disappear because of gentrification and change. 
 
You’ve spoken about the people in your portraits coming to you in visions. Can you explain that 
process?   
 
I get these mental visions of what I want to paint. Normally it’s pretty clear. I don’t know what it means, 
and at the time I don’t know what it represents. I then go to magazines and Google Images and even  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Instagram. I have to find the images that will help to satisfy each component of these visions. So, I find  
the eyes and the nose and the mouth and maybe some decorative patterns and some shapes here and 
there. I take the photographs onto my wall and I hang them up and just look at them. In my mind, I fit the 
photographic images and make sure all the parts from my vision fit together just about right. Then I mount 
the drawing paper or canvas and I just start painting. I don’t do any pre-sketches. 
 
What are the reasons you utilize a collage-like style? To me, you seem to be able to capture the 
essence of a person more truthfully than with say photorealism.  
 
Yes, exactly. It’s not important to me that the works look like the person. I’m trying to paint something 
that’s not what you see, but how you feel. You begin to see how we are all interconnected. All the 
fragmented parts are a reflection of one’s own identity. We are all composed of different experiences that 
you have to live with. People are confronted by these grotesque, odd, disjointed entities and at the same 
time they are beautiful and powerful. I want to show that we are all like that. 
 
Who are some of the artists either working today or from history that have inspired you? 
 
Contemporary artists would be Matthew Day Jackson or William Villalongo. From art history: Caravaggio. 
I have never in my life seen paintings that did such a wonderful job with two things. Number one: 
Caravaggio was the master of manipulating light. Masterful. Incredible. Secondly, he was masterful at 
exploring the complexities of the human spectrum. He did that very beautifully in his work. At that time in 
the 15th century, painters were interested in copying nature. He was exploring nature, he wasn’t 
interested in copying it. 
 
Your work is now in the collections of major collectors like Ari Emanuel, Anderson Cooper, 
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Carmelo Anthony. What has that experience been like? 
 
I’m going to tell you a story right now! I was working in L.A. on a show and the gallerist told me Elton John 
wanted me to come to his house. He already owns two of his works. So he comes out and he hugs me 
and directs me to the sofa. It was surreal. You could see a yacht and cars out the front, people in the 
kitchen cooking food. I saw my paintings hanging up in his house. He told me my work changed his life. 
Two days later he sends me an email asking if I would go to his Oscar party! 
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 

 

NATHANIEL MARY QUINN 
Soundtrack 
May 19 – June 23, 2018 
 
Opening Reception 
Saturday, May 19, 2018 from 6 to 8 pm 

M+B is pleased to present Soundtrack, Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s second solo 
exhibition with the gallery. The exhibition will run from May 19 through June 
23, 2018, with an opening reception on Saturday, May 19 from 6 to 8 pm. 

Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s paintings on paper and canvas demonstrate a 
singular approach to rendering the human form. His fractured compositions 
appear as if they are physically collaged from various sources, but in fact 
are rendered completely by hand with a virtuosic combination of techniques 
and materials. These extraordinarily expressive composite figures are 

intimate portraits that resist any straightforward depiction. In these new works, Quinn pushes the abstraction in his 
figures even further. Working in charcoal, gouache, oil paint, oil stick and acrylic, he skillfully renders facial features 
while also deconstructing his subjects with areas with bold colors, myriad textures and thick gestural marks. 

Soundtrack presents a group of eleven new works in which music is a key connector. In its ability to act as a powerful 
agent of emotion and memory, each song works in tandem with an image to capture the joys, agonies, highs and 
lows of life. From Al Green’s soulful and intimate “Simply Beautiful” to Kendrick Lamar’s compelling storytelling in 
“Duckworth” and the profoundly heartfelt “A Song For You” by Donny Hathaway, each song pairs with moments in the 
artist’s life and amplifies the rich emotional landscapes found in his works. 

Nathaniel Mary Quinn (b. 1977, Chicago, IL) received his BFA from Wabash College and MFA from New York 
University. Recent solo exhibitions include Nothing’s Funny at Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago; Highlights at M+B, 
Los Angeles; Past/Present at Pace Gallery, London; and Hybrids: The Windows Exhibit at the Museum of 
Contemporary African Diasporan Arts, New York. Quinn’s work will be on view in a three-person show, For Opacity: 
Elijah Burgher, Nathaniel Mary Quinn, and Toyin Ojih Odutola at The Drawing Center in New York this fall. Recent 
group exhibitions include Reclamation! Pan-African Works from the Beth Rudin DeWoody Collection at the Taubman 
Museum of Art, Roanoke, VA; Echoes: Identity and Politics in Contemporary Collage, Museum of Contemporary 
Photography, Columbia College, Chicago, IL; and Hope and Hazard: A Comedy Of Eros, curated by Eric Fischl at 
Hall Art Foundation, New York. The artist's work is in the permanent collections of the Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York; Los Angeles County Museum of Art; Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles; The Art Institute of 
Chicago; The Hammer Museum, Los Angeles; and the Brooklyn Museum, among others. Nathaniel Mary Quinn lives 
and works in Brooklyn. 
 
Location:  M+B, 612 North Almont Drive, Los Angeles, California 90069 
Show Title:  Nathaniel Mary Quinn: Soundtrack 
Exhibition Dates:  May 19 – June 23, 2018 
Opening Reception:  Saturday, May 19, 6 – 8pm 
Gallery Hours:  Tuesday – Saturday, 10 am – 6 pm, and by appointment  
 
For press inquiries, please contact info@mbart.com. For all other inquiries, contact Shannon Richardson at 
shannon@mbart.com or Jonlin Wung at jonlin@mbart.com. 

 
# # # 
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NATHANIEL MARY QUINN 

by Ida Safari | June 12, 2018 
 
 

 
Somewhere between the complex compositions of Cubism and 
Francis Bacon’s distorted imagery lies Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s 
distinct approach to portraiture. On view at M + B gallery, 
Quinn’s newest series looks to music as narrator. Aptly titled 
“Soundtrack,” the exhibition couples each multimedia work with a 
song that best underscores the artist’s nuanced mode of 
expression through disfigured portraiture. Fueled by personal 
experiences and universal emotions, Quinn’s semi-abstracted 
figures result in a signature aesthetic that hovers between 
painting and collage. 
 
Quinn’s deft handling of materials—predominantly paints and 
pastels—is evident in Duckworth (all works 2018). Here, 
Kendrick Lamar’s song pairs with Quinn’s brushstrokes and 
markings, which are simultaneously methodical and gestural. A 
painted assemblage of a man with a beak, the portrait resists an 

absolute interpretation by way of disfiguration. Instead, the work is layered in textures, hues, and 
meanings. This results in a richly fractured image that is both visually esoteric and familiar in its ability to 
conjure emotions. 
 
Similarly, works like What About The Way You Love Me? and Movin’ Down The Line function as 
metaphorical amalgams for the human condition, both on a personal level for the artist and collectively. 
The former draws its name from Al Green’s Simply Beautiful. Thick, expressive sweeps of color form the 
fractured imagery of a young man donning glasses, a collared shirt, and a lavender bowtie. The latter 
pushes abstraction even further with a deconstructed figure that combines multiple planes to form 
remnants of a portrait. Realistic depictions of space and dimensionality are blurred, as objects—a 
lampshade and foliage—linger along the edges of the frame. 
 
With abstraction often comes obscurity; regardless, Quinn’s work maintains the ability to elicit a visceral 
reaction to the universal truths of human experience in all of its complexities. 
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Like song sampling as painting: Nathaniel Mary Quinn's 
puzzle-like portraits of personhood 
By Leah Ollman | June 06, 2018 
 

Each work in Nathaniel Mary Quinn's bracing show at M+B is 
keyed to a single song, but the imagery comes about through 
a process of sampling. 
 
Quinn borrows, adapts, deconstructs and reconstructs to build 
these portraits on paper and canvas. Collages in spirit and 
sensibility, they involve no glue. Quinn might draw a mouth 
from memory, paint an eye from a photograph. His sources 
are as varied as his modes of rendering and his materials: 
charcoal, gouache, pastel, gold leaf, oil paint. Features 
occasionally look familiar, as if plucked from collective 
consciousness and re-purposed as portals to an individual 
soul. 
 
"Mend" is among the many mesmerizing puzzles of 
personhood here. Reading from bottom to top, from the 
body's singularity to the mind's multiplicity, the portrait starts 
out with a straightforward, naturalistic rendering of a collared 

shirt, woven in sunset hues, from which a neck rises — and keeps rising, elongated stem to a mixed bouquet of 
facial features. 
 
The level gaze of one eye, drawn in soft black charcoal, anchors the mosaic jumble. The other, narrower eye peers 
from beneath a brow of smeared persimmon and a tab of pink. Nose and lipstick-red mouth, succinctly defined in 
black outline, look like they might have come from a comic strip; they are of a larger scale than the other features 
and hover before them, as if on a different plane. The face is composed of scraps, mix-and-match fragments of 
anatomy, swatches and swipes of color. 
 
Most of the images here are head and shoulders only, but two zoom out to encompass nearly an entire figure. In 
both, Quinn knits together more explicitly disjunctive parts — one arm skinny in Superman blue opposite another, 
beefy and bare, for instance. 
 
Throughout the show, dark skin joins with light, and gender oscillates. Like ransom notes pieced from diverse texts, 
these portraits accrete and cohere synergistically, spelling out in an utterly fresh and relevant way what we know to 
be true: that the self is constructed, that identity is fragmented and fluid. It's a struggle to stay whole. 
 
Quinn's intimate riffs on that struggle find their integrity through nonconformity, through blur and torque, through 
sensual tumult and honest contradiction. 
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 
 

NATHANIEL MARY QUINN 
Highlights 
May 13 – June 25, 2016 
 
Opening Reception 
Friday, May 13, 2016 from 6 to 8 pm 
 
 
M+B is pleased to present Highlights, Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s first solo exhibition 
with the gallery. The exhibition will run from May 13, 2016 through June 25, 
2016, with an opening reception on Friday, May 13 from 6 to 8 pm.  
 
Nathaniel Mary Quinn's works on paper exemplify a singular approach to image-
making. His figurative compositions are intimate, psychologically-charged 
portraits influenced by the artist’s own past experiences as well as contemporary 
imagery. Faces are fractured with composite features and spliced with colorful 

patterns and other graphic elements. Foregoing any preparatory drawings, these works are a result of the artist's intuitive 
working method and technical virtuosity with the materials. Using charcoal, oil-paint, paint-stick, gouache and oil pastel, Quinn’s 
meticulously rendered compositions appear as if physically collaged from various sourced images.  
  
Quinn’s works are deeply informed by his personal history growing up in Chicago's South Side. His childhood experiences at the 
Robert Taylor Homes, a place of violence, abandonment and poverty, are embedded into his early narrative. Highlights features 
portraits of individuals from the artist’s past, who, through various means, were able to make it out of the notorious 
public housing project. These compositions give shape to Quinn’s memories, the figures from his past finding their way from the 
subconscious to the paper. In their abstracted bodies and faces, Quinn's personal narrative transforms into a wider exploration 
on the resiliency of human nature. 
 
Nathaniel Mary Quinn (b. 1977, Chicago) received his BFA from Wabash College and MFA from New York University. Solo 
exhibitions include Back and Forth at Rhona Hoffman Gallery, Chicago; Past/Present at Pace Gallery, London; and Hybrids at 
the Museum of Contemporary African Diasporan Arts, New York. Past group exhibitions include Unrealism, organized by Jeffrey 
Deitch and Larry Gagosian, Miami; AIM 23 at the Bronx Museum of the Arts, New York; Still/Moving: Photographs and Video Art 
from the DeWoody Collection, Norton Museum of Art, West Palm Beach; and presentations at Frieze London and Art Basel 
Miami Beach. In New York Magazine’s April 2016 issue, Jerry Saltz selected Quinn as one of eleven artists “poised to have 
breakout years.” Quinn has been profiled in a number of other publications, including The Independent (London), Modern 
Painters, ARTnews, and The Huffington Post. His work is in the collections of the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; 
Art Institute of Chicago; and Sheldon Museum of Art, Lincoln, NE, among others. Nathaniel Mary Quinn lives and works in 
Brooklyn. 
 
 
Location:  M+B, 612 North Almont Drive, Los Angeles, California 90069 
Show Title:  Highlights 
Exhibition Dates:  May 13 – June 25, 2016 
Opening Reception:  Friday, May 13, 6 – 8pm 
Gallery Hours:  Tuesday – Saturday, 10 am – 6 pm, and by appointment  
 
For press inquiries, please contact Jeanie Choi at (310) 550-0050 or jeanie@mbart.com. 
 
For all other inquiries, contact Jonlin Wung at jonlin@mbart.com or Sonny Ruscha Granade at sonny@mbart.com. 
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by Diane Solway

December 4, 2017 

It’s hard to shake one of Nathaniel 

Mary Quinn’s assembled faces 

once you’ve seen them: A 

kaleidoscope of facial features as 

if glimpsed in a funhouse mirror, 

they begin with the visions that 

come regularly to him. “I never 

write them down because I never 

forget them,” says the artist, 40, 

who recently joined New York’s 

Salon 94 gallery, with whom he’ll 

have a solo show next fall. “All I 

know is that I have this visual response to make them. That’s primarily what drives me. The 

work is telling me what it is; I’m just this puppet.”

Though his portraits appear to be collaged, they are actually hand drawn by Quinn and based 

on the mood board of photographs he’s gathered online or from magazines. But each time he 

paints a new feature, he covers the rest of the work so that he concentrates on that part of the 

picture. Only when he removes all of the covered bits does he see how the components have 

come together.

The artist grew up in the 1970s as the youngest of five boys in the Robert Taylor Homes in Chicago, 
one of the most infamous housing projects in the country. His brothers were high school dropouts, 
but Quinn, a bright student with a knack for drawing, won a scholarship to attend a boarding 

school in Indiana. 



While he was away at school, his mother died; 
a month after the funeral Quinn, then only 15, 
returned home only to find that his father and 
brothers had abandoned him. Orphaned, he 
survived by strenuously applying himself at 
school so that he could keep his scholarship. He 
never heard from his family again until 2016, 
when out of the blue, he received a call from 
his brother Charles, who had seen Quinn on 
YouTube discussing his art practice on a popular 
podcast called “The Brilliant Idiot.” His brother 
half-heartedly explained how the family had 
dispersed; Quinn hasn’t spoken to him since. 

Much of his work, he says, “is about my trying to 
seek a resolution to my childhood; It’s my way 
of recreating my family so that they can continue to exist. Formally speaking, I wanted to find a 
way to create a stronger marriage between the grotesque and the seamless, between chaos and 
organization.” Quinn taught at-risk youth following his graduate studies in fine arts at New York 
University, before turning full-time to painting in 2015. Once he arrived at his approach, Quinn’s 
career took off. He was featured in a group show in 2013 at the Susan Inglett Gallery, several of his 
works were acquired by the art patron Peggy Cooper Cafritz, and he had breakout solo shows at 
Pace Gallery in London, Rhona Hoffman in Chicago, M + B in Los Angeles and Half Gallery in New 
York.

In addition to his Salon 94 show next fall, Quinn will be included in a group exhibition at the 
Drawing Center; in 2019, he’s set to make his Paris solo debut with the gallerist Almine Rech. His 
creative breakthrough, he says, followed several years of therapy, during which he realized that his 
abandonment was, in some ways, his saving grace. “I was given a chance because I was rescued 
from what could have been my doom. And as it turns out, that experience gave me a history of 
information that would someday become the bedrock for my career. Look at all the stories I can 
tell through my work now.”

Nathaniel Mary Quinn, Buck Nasty Players Haters Ball, 2017. 
Courtesy the artist and Salon 94.
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MARY QUINN

AND THE FAMILY OF MAN
INTERVIEW BY SASHA BOGOJEV  //  PORTRAIT BY ANNA ORLOVA-FLORES
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URING THIS TIME WHEN PEOPLE 
share inspirational quotes on social 
media in an effort to create better, 
wiser images of themselves, it feels 
good to chat with someone who lives 
a genuinely inspiring story, the kind of 
person who not only has theories about 

how life works, but backs them up with amazing, anecdotal 
personal experiences. Nathaniel Mary Quinn grew up in 
some of America's toughest projects and eventually made 
his way to the top of the fine art world, a journey full of 
substantive stories. From how he dealt with abandonment 
and the loss of his mother, to his ability to recognize and 
explore opportunities, all the way to how he perceives 
people and their behavior, his thoughts and stories are as 
intriguing as his captivating paintings. Built from memories 
and visions, both harsh and pleasant, these parts of an 
unfinished puzzle nudge each other, shaping both the artist 
and his subjects. Painfully real, indisputably relevant, and 
stripped of any unnecessary embellishments, Quinn’s work 
proves that equal acceptance of perceived strengths and 
flaws makes us all stronger.

Sasha Bogojev: As you've probably been asked many 

times already, tell us a bit about your upbringing and about 

how you ended up being an artist?

Nathaniel Mary Quinn: Well, I grew up on the South Side of 
Chicago in a family of five. I had four brothers and I was the fifth 
child, all boys. We were a lower working class family living in 
these tenement housing developments called Robert Taylor 
Homes. They were kind of gang infested, lacking resources, a 
lot of drugs and poverty, and all that. But from as far as I could 
remember, I was always interested in art. I was always drawing.

Do you remember any particular moment when you 

decided you wanted to be an artist?

The earliest moment that I can remember was when I was 
copying an image from a coloring book of superheroes.  
I remember having this keen sense of awareness that I was 
actually able to duplicate something that I saw. I didn't know 
how this was possible, but I felt this is something that I can do 
and something I enjoy doing. That feeling really stuck with me. 

How did your family react to your affinity for drawing?

I was always drawing on the walls of the apartment, and, 
of course, my mom would spank me to try to teach me a 
lesson. One day, I was making a drawing, and my brother 
Charles saw it, but when my mom wanted to spank me for 
it, my brother stopped her and said, "Wait. Don't spank him. 
Look at the drawing." She looked, and they were both very 
pleased. He says, "Mom, I think Nate has some real talent 
here, and I think we should let him continue drawing."

So that was your first studio?

Yeah, the walls of my project apartment were my first studio, 
that's right. I would draw on the walls, and my mom would 
wash the walls and would let me draw again. 

Did your teachers notice your talent and give you support?

Yeah, yeah. There were these two teachers—Mrs. Filtcher and 

Mrs. Jackson, who were two very important people in my life. 
They put me in a special class with a few other students and 
tutored us on science, math, public speaking, art and that sort 
of thing. The assistant principal at that time was Mrs. Hunter, 
and she told me about this really cool high school called 
Culver Academies. But my family couldn't afford that, so the 
only way I could attend was if I got full scholarship. So I said, 
"Ok, let's do it!" and two weeks later, I was accepted. 

So you stayed there for four years? 
Yeah. After my first semester at the high school, I got the 
word that my mom passed away. That was a hit. It was so 
shocking that I kind of convinced myself that mom went on a 
vacation. I couldn't stomach the reality that she was gone. 

Did you continue school after that?

I did, but one month later I went back home on a bus for 
Thanksgiving, and when I got home, I found the apartment 
door opened. There wasn't anything in there except a few 
articles of clothing. I haven't seen my family since. My four 
brothers and my dad. Yeah, that was it.

So that all happened within a month?

Just like that. And at that moment, I knew I was faced with a 
major choice—either I stay in that community and die young, 
or I go back to this private boarding high school and I just 
see where that road takes me. 

Sounds like you were good at making right decisions and 

taking these life opportunities.

Absolutely! I never took anything for granted, and I still 
never take anything for granted today. When I'm presented 
with an opportunity, it doesn't matter how big or small, 
if I can do it, I'll do it. You can ask my wife—Quinn never 
complains. Quinn just gets it done. And I've always been 
that way. I had no choice, I had nowhere to go. If I failed, I'd 
be on the street, homeless. I had no family. It was all on me. 
Who was I gonna complain to? 

How did moving to New York influence your work?

When I came back to NY, I found a cheap apartment in Bed-
Stuy and I got a job painting the interiors of public schools. 
After that, I got a job as a teacher, working with at-risk youth, 
which I did for ten years. I would work until 7:00 p.m., come 
home and would make art in my little bedroom or whatever 
from 9:00 until midnight. And I did that for ten years. I would 
just focus on becoming a better artist.

Did the work look like anything you're making today?

Nothing like it. It was completely different. I mean, it was 
always figurative, but it was more natural figures, you 
know, straight forward, representational stuff. But I kept 
working all the time. I always focused on just being better 
as an artist. 

Did you get to show or sell any of that work?

Nah, I didn't sell anything. I mean, I sold few pieces here and 
there, like one piece for $200 or $150, and would have two 
or three sales a year. But it was nothing close enough for me 
to be a full-time artist. 

opposite
Richard
Black Charcoal, gouache,  
oil pastel, oil-paint and paint Stick 
on Coventry Vellum Paper
38” x 50”
2014
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construction of our identity. ’Cause for me, humans look like my 
work. That's who we are. It was like exposing the internalized 
world of a person, very crudely put together. 

What happened next?

My friend, William Villalongo, an artist himself, was blown 
away with the works. Now, I trust his reaction and his 
excitement ’cause I had known Will for seven or eight years, 
and in that time, he was trying to convince me to be a stand-
up comedian [laughs]. But I'm in debt to him for life ’cause 
he really gave me his best to help me have a career. He put 
me in a group show with Susan Inglett gallery and in a solo 
show at the gallery Bunker 259. Afterwards, Marc Glimcher 
from Pace Gallery comes by my studio, and two weeks later, 
he calls me saying they would be very happy to give me a 
solo exhibition at Pace London. So my first breakout show 
was a solo exhibition at Pace London in September, 2014.

You recently had a show at Half Gallery in NYC that was 

about your mom. How did that one come to be?

The show opened on May 2, 2017, and it's like an ode to 
my mom and the relationship between my mother and I. 
My middle name is Mary, but that was my mom's first name. 
I took her name ’cause she never had formal education, 
so now all of my degrees say, "Nathaniel Mary Quinn". So 
now my mom has a college degree and master’s degree 
and her name is on the walls of the gallery, because my 
ultimate goal in life is to be remembered as an inspiration 
for future generations of artists. On a personal note, I wanna 
be the polar opposite of what happened to me—I was 
abandoned and forgotten. Now I have the opportunity to be 
remembered and never forgotten.

Do you have any major goals for your life or your career now?

I guess the next step for my career and life is to gather more 
institutional support from museums and stuff. I'm in a few 
museum collections now, but I wanna get into more, and 
do more museum shows. Also, I’d like to get more critical 
press on my work, and that's why I was so excited about this 
opportunity with Juxtapoz magazine. It gives me opportunity 
to talk about my work from a more critical perspective. 

Yeah, it seems like your life story always takes over in 

your interviews.

There is no doubt that my work is about my family. But 
also, it's about the complexity of humanity and exploring 
the wide spectrum of colors of humanity. In our society, in 
the world at large, we have many belief systems, but what 
ties us together is our humanity. No one is exempt from the 
waves of life. We all experience loss, happiness, we go up, 
we go down, and we have various experiences that impact 
who we are and what we may become. Pain feels the same 
way to everybody. It's a what binds us all together. And I'm 
interested in exploring that. And you have to be a highly 
empathetic person to be able to embrace the journey with 
human complexity. That's why, in my work, I do images of 
people that I actually knew, so they become the platform 
from which I can talk about the larger scope of the idea 
about visualizing human assets. It's one thing to talk about 
humanity, but it's another thing to be about humanity. You 

When did things start changing?

In 2012, I became a private tutor to make some extra money. 
There was this one kid I was helping, and his mom, Regina, 
offered to show my work at her brownstone in Brooklyn 
to help me get some exposure. By that time, I had four 
paintings and I wanted to finish the fifth, but I only had, like, 
five hours to make something. I knew I could not make a 
painting, so I thought I’d make a drawing. Normally, I would 
look at photographs and think about how they related to 
each other, but I didn't have the time for all of that, so rather 
than draw the entire face, I’d just reduce everything and 
focus on what's important. I'd just draw the slither of the eye 
and the slither of the nose, and maybe part of mouth. And I 
thought I'd fill in the gaps with some watercolor. And when 
I was done, when I revealed the whole image, I couldn't 
believe I made this. It blew me away! I never did anything 
like that in my life. Ever! It didn't even feel like I made it, it felt 
like somebody else made it.

Did you do it in one go?

One go! It took me four hours. And that piece was Charles. 
Cause it reminded me of my brother Charles who I haven't 
seen since I was 15 years old. And also, it was the most fun I 
had at studio practice. So about 20 people came to the salon, 

and sure enough, everybody gravitated towards that piece. 
Everybody! Yeah, it was like the heavens were opening for me. 

Did you continue working that way straight away?

After that, I made six more of these drawings with the same 
passion, ’cause my conviction had changed now. When I made 
that piece, I didn't do any preliminary sketches. I didn't even 
think about it. I just worked. And the work that came out was 
the reflection of my brother. So that let me know that my true 
convictions must lie with my family. So I thought my work can 
be an expression of that. But also the expression of human 
identity and re-understanding how our experiences dictate the 

below
Terry
Black charcoal, gouache, soft 
pastel, oil pastel, oil paint and 
paint stick on Coventry Vellum 
paper
50” x 40”
2016 

opposite (from top)
Mama in Winter
Black charcoal, gouache, soft 
pastel and oil pastel on Coventry 
Vellum paper
20” x 20”
2017

Mama in Fall
Black charcoal, gouache, soft 
pastel and oil pastel on Coventry 
Vellum paper
20” x 20”
2017

“MY WORK IS A 
REPRESENTATION OF  
WHO AND WHAT WE  
REALLY ARE.”
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left
Van Williams
Black charcoal, gouache, soft 
pastel, oil pastel on Coventry 
Vellum paper
16” x 21”
2016

above (clockwise from top left)
Mama in Summer
Black charcoal, gouache, soft 
pastel and oil pastel on Coventry 
Vellum paper
20” x 20”
2017

Choir Rehearsal
Black charcoal, gouache, soft 
pastel and oil pastel on Coventry 
Vellum paper
20” x 20”
2017

Ethan
Black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel and 
oil pastel on Coventry Vellum paper
36.5” x 36.5”
2016

Space Monkey
Charcoal with stumping and erasing, 
gouache, pastel, and paint stick, with 
incising and additions of oil paint and 
gold metallic leaf, on white wove paper
14” x 16”
2015 
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learn to understand about compassion, integrity, character, 
loss, all because of your direct dealings with another 
individual. You learn to live with abrupt changes in your life 
and they impact your identity as a human being. 

Did you feel that the current politics in the US affect your 

work in any way, or are you staying focused on humanity 

in general?

The current political situation further emboldens my 
work and gives it more weight. I tend to believe that 
Trump is in the office because he is a reflection of the 
collective consciousness of the American people. He is the 
embodiment of the social media era in which we live. Social 
media created the new mantra of the love of attention, and 
if there is one thing that Trump loves, it's attention. But he is 
the reflection of America at large. People are using media 
platforms like Instagram to express these deeply embedded 
insecurities under the guise of being cool, accepted and 
special. The reality is, though, that you don't feel special, 
you don't feel accepted and you don't feel cool, because 

you don't want to embrace who you really are. And my work 
is a representation of who and what we really are. And if you 
can embrace that, all the jagged edges of yourself, all the 
disjointedness, the chaos, the grotesque, the beauty, you'll 
be much more secure and you'll be set free. 

Do you feel any extra pressure or responsibility being 

where you are in the predominantly white male art world?

The only thing I do have a conviction about is being a pillar 
of hope and inspiration for other black and brown folk who 
may want to have a career in art. I'd like to show them that 
this is possible. The bedrock of prejudice and racism is 
the notion of superiority. So blacks are inferior and whites 
are superior, right? Which is false, no truth in that at all. A 
superior race would be if I was walking down the street 
and I saw another guy just take off in flight. And he starts 
flying. Now, that motherfucker is superior to us! Also, to me 
superiority means that you are superior in every way. But 
that's not the case. Because if you were superior in every 
way, then any given white artist should be better at making 
art than I am. And I know that's not true. So no, I don't feel 
any kind of pressure to prove myself to white people or 
anything like that. I never felt like that. I never thought, "I 
need to present my best self cause who I am naturally isn't 
good enough."

I was thinking more about being a role model to younger 

kids, as you had mentioned.

I wanna be an inspiration to them so they can see there 
is a black guy from the hood of Chicago, whose parents 
couldn't read or write, whose brothers were all drug 
addicts and alcoholics, and that motherfucker, that nigga 
right there, is now rising up in what is considered as one 
of the world's most elite fields, fine art. Do not let racism 
or prejudice stop you from achieving your dreams ’cause 
far too many people of color have died so that I can have 
what I have today. People have fought for us, for the future, 
to get the life that we rightfully deserve, not only as black 
people but as citizens of America. As human beings. As 
far as I’m concerned, your skin color is dictated by the 
amount of melanin in your skin, which then can protect 
you from the rays of the sun, perhaps preventing your ass 
from getting skin cancer. It's a protection barrier for your 
body. That's it. Making other kind of interpretations is a 
dangerous slope. 

Where do you see yourself in 30 years?

30 years from now? I'd like to believe that I'd be in museum 
collections and foundations, that I'd have a number of major 
museum shows and retrospectives too. I'd like to be in a 
position where I can have my own foundation where I can 
give money to students to go to school, with particular focus 
on black and brown students, making sure they can go to 
school without having a financial burden, to make an impact 
on the education of young people. And after that, of course, 
dead [laughs].

@nathanielmaryquinn

below
Fifteen
Black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, 
oil pastel and acrylic gold powder on 
Coventry Vellum Paper
11” x 14”
2017

opposite
Over Yonder
Black charcoal, soft pastel, oil pastel, 
oil paint, paint stick and gouache on 
Coventry Vellum Paper
34” x 34.5” 
2015
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ARTIST TO WATCH: NATHANIEL MARY QUINN
By Charlotte Boutboul

August 16, 2016

When we visited Nathaniel Mary Quinn he was still living at his Bed-Stuyvesant 

apartment where he had a room he used as his studio. More recently he bought 

a house in Crown Heights where he now uses the parlor floor as his studio. 
The price of his paintings has increased by around 660 percent in the last three 

years. When we were there, some of those paintings, mostly evocative expres-

sionist portraits with an abstract twist, were hanging in the living room.

“All these works are gouache and black charcoal on paper. Everybody thinks 

it’s like traditional collage and appropriated images from a magazine glued onto 

paper, but that’s not the case. Everything is applied by hand: I either drew it or 

painted it onto the actual paper itself,” he told us.

Quinn’s portraits look collaged but are in fact organically composed. He amasses 

pictures sporadically from the Internet, newspapers, and magazines and cuts out 

individual features that he then draws directly onto the work using construction 

paper to create sharp traces. He insists on not removing these rough edges. “I 

use the accidental cuts as an instinctual response onto the work,” he said.

When done with one part of the drawing, he covers it and maps out the next 

section of the piece. “I can’t see what I just did anymore, so I don’t have any 

idea how this part of the portrait is going to land until I remove it for the first time. 
What that does is that it functions on a more psychological level because human 

behavior is based on symmetry,” he said.

To some, Quinn’s process of free association may defy classical notions of beauty. The human brain is known to have an 

ingrained attraction toward symmetry arising from nature that can be witnessed as the central black hole of a galaxy, for 

example, or the gracious proportions of the unfolding feathers of a peacock. The Harvard mathematician George David Birkhoff 

(1884–1944) even developed a theory of aesthetic value based on symmetry, “clearly separable from sensuous, emotional, 

moral or intellectual feeling.” This means one’s eyes would instinctually and objectively pick up on objects and images that the 

brain can interpret in depth, space, and context. Through symmetry, the brain is drawn to understandability and predictability, 

yet Quinn’s process is the exact opposite of that—it is volatile and unforeseeable, even to him.

“If you make yourself blind to what you’re doing, you can no longer depend on what makes sense. It becomes about memories 

that start to come up in play. They emanate from the storage of your subconscious. Once the work is complete. it tells me what 

it is,” Quinn said.

Nathaniel Mary Quinn 

Space Monkey 
17 X 14 inches

Black charcoal, gouache, soft pastel, oil 

pastel, oil paint, paint stick, acrylic gold leaf 

on Coventry Vellum Paper 



The artist grew up from the 1970s onwards as the youngest of five boys in the Robert Taylor Homes in Chicago, one of the most 
infamous housing projects in the country for its problems of drugs, gangs, violence, and extreme poverty. Planned for 11,000 
inhabitants, the project housed up to 27,000 people and included six of the poorest U.S. census areas.

Like the majority of the inhabitants of the homes, his parents were illiterate and his four brothers high school dropouts. Quinn 
stood out as a bright student with a talent for drawing, which allowed him to receive a scholarship to attend Culver Academies, 
a boarding school in Indiana. One month through the new school, Quinn received notice from his father that his mother had 
passed away. One month after the funeral he returned to visit on Thanksgiving only to find the door open and the house emp-
tied. He never heard from his family again until 2016, when to his surprise he received a call from his brother Charles, who 
saw Quinn on youtube in a popular podcast called “The Brilliant Idiots”, where Quinn was a special guest discussing his art 
practice. His brother explained some of the circumstances regarding his abandonment and family. This was the first and only 
conversation Quinn had with his brother.

Despite the circumstances that turned him into an orphan at 15, Quinn managed to finish high school and attend Wabash 
College, double majoring in art and psychology, and later completed a master’s of fine arts at New York University. He landed 
a job in New York with at-risk youth while painting on the side.

“I was teaching professional development to young kids involved with the juridical system. I was trying to find ways for them to 
identify skills from the street that they could implement into the workforce. If you sold drugs for five years, that means you know 
how to move a product, you know how to build a clientele, you know how much to charge, you know how to save money, you 
probably are pretty good at managing money, and a lot of people have to go to business school to learn these same skills but 
you learned them on the street,” he told us.

By then Quinn had gotten married and his situation was stable: He worked during the day from 11:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m., went 
home, spent time with his wife, and was then off to the studio room to paint from 9:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m. “To have a job and be 
able to pay my own rent, I was happy. I didn’t complain about working late at night. As far as I was concerned, I was blessed,” 
he said.

His artmaking was drastically different from today, as a small canvas hanging by one of the living room doors testifies. It is a 
more figurative portrait, well crafted but unnoticeable unless someone points it out to you, as Quinn is doing. “My previous art 
practice was this: excessive thinking, heavy on theory. A great part of it was based on having to make art that was a response 
to racial politics and black culture.”



In 2013 the mother of one of a kid he was tutoring privately saw his former work and decided to organize a salon featuring four 
of his paintings. The day of the salon Quinn made the fourth work: “It was the day that I was supposed to deliver the work and 
there’s no shipping company, nothing, this is me carrying the paintings and walking. I had five hours. So I thought I would do 
something with paper, because I knew I could draw faster than I paint.”

That afternoon Charles (2013) was born, as well as his current process. Without any particular intention or questioning, Quinn 
followed a recent vision he had experienced, an incoherent memory of his past. Once he was done, he recognized his brother, 
which left him “blown away.” At the salon the 15 people who had shown up gravitated toward Charles, which would have been 
sold to the host’s husband for $3,000 had the man managed to follow up on the payments.

The next two years saw a cascade of tumultuous events around Quinn’s art. When his old mentor and fellow artist William Vil-
lalongo saw Charles, he was amazed and took the initiative of showing the new works to Dexter Wimberly, Director of Strategic 
Planning at Independent Curators International (ICI) who decided to feature them in the windows of the Museum of Contem-
porary African Diasporan Arts (MoCADA) during the summer of 2013. Wemberly followed up by including the works in his next 
curated exhibition at Driscoll Babcock Galleries, “Corpus Americus,” in December 2013. At the same time Villalongo presented 
his protégé’s work at Susan Inglett Gallery in his exhibition “American Beauty.” Given that some pieces were selling, Villalongo 
organized later another solo show entitled “Species” at Bunker259 from January through February 2014. In the meantime, 
Beth Rudin DeWoody from the board of the Whitney Museum had bought two pieces displayed at Driscoll Babcock Galleries 
and decided to feature a new work by Quinn in the Whitney Museum’s VIP auction on May 8, 2014, for which made a work on 
paper — black charcoal and gouache — entitled “Richard.” “At the Whitney auction my work got the second highest sale of the 
night. What was like $5,000 became like $14,000. I was still teaching, though, because I thought this could end tomorrow, this 
could be a fluke, beginner’s luck,” Quinn remembers.

Yet by that time his work at Susan Inglett Gallery had been mentioned in the New York Times and positively reviewed by Afro-
punk and Bloomberg Businessweek. He had also met art patron Peggy Cooper Cafritz, who had been more effective than the 
former interested buyer in purchasing Charles (2013), along with Wretched (2013), for her personal collection. Quinn had also 
been introduced to curator Fairfax Dorn,who connected him with Marc Glimcher who got him a solo show at Pace Gallery in 
London, “Past/Present,” which ran in 2014. It was only when the news of the show was announced that Quinn quit his job. The 
show was a hit.

Rhona Hoffman Gallery and M+B are those predominantly representing Quinn in Chicago and Los Angeles respectively.. The 
former introduced his work at this year’s ADAA Art Show, while the latter featured him at the Armory and is organizing his first 
solo show in Los Angeles next May. Although Quinn currently does not have gallery representation in New York, it seems clear 
that his portraits are bound to circulate more internationally, as they are presently being showcased in Milan by Brand New 
Gallery while M+B has already planned to follow the L.A show, and Luce Gallery is planning one in Turin, Italy, next November.

Although a certain pride can be read on Quinn’s face when he mentions these important upcoming shows, one can also 
distinguish a restless expression that could be misinterpreted as uneasiness. It is evidently not in his nature to take things for 
granted.

“No one remembers the money. People remember what you did. People remember the cultural impact you made and why you 
were here. That’s what people remember.”

In resuscitating his childhood memories on paper, Quinn believes he is addressing the complexity of identity. “I think that most 
human beings are very crude because of our varying experiences. There’s always good and bad, high and low, gain and loss, 
but those polarizing realities are necessary for the creation of our identity. I’m just going to lay my wounds bare. This is pain, 
this is anguish, this is a reflection from being ripped. I’m not fully mended, you see, but there’s beauty in that. I’ll be the first 
to tell you I’m insecure in some places. But I also think true confidence is when you can accept your shortcomings. There are 
people who go out of their way to present this idea that they’re perfect. That’s insecurity to me. True confidence is when you 
can just accept who you are.”



From housing project to gallery wall: Nathaniel 
Mary Quinn's portraits put subjects in a new light

By Sharon Mizota

May 25, 2016

By turns monstrous and whimsical, Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s portraits at M+B 

are fractured, richly inventive images of former residents of the Chicago 

housing project where he grew up. They are somewhat reminiscent of the 

work of Wangechi Mutu, although rather than using found imagery directly, 

Quinn draws or paints from various sources — photographs, comics, history 

painting, fabric patterns and more — putting them all together in distorted 

collisions resembling faces.

“Super-Fly” features a hairline that looks like Superman’s and a red-and-

blue garment, but everything in between comes from somewhere else: a 

bulbous, pink cartoon nose, photorealistic brown-skinned eyes, ears and 

lips (all apparently from different sources), and a black-and-white image 

of an emphatically cocked arm clad in a delicate print. The portrait tweaks 

the notion of the singular, indomitable superhero, injecting it with a jaunty 

come-what-may panache. This make-do aesthetic also resonates with the 

work’s reference to the 197� blaxploitation film “Super )ly,” the story of a 
drug dealer who orchestrates his own second chance.

Although portraiture as collage is nothing new — see Cubism or Surrealism — Quinn’s works add dimension to the 

tradition. Yes, we all contain multitudes, but these portraits give depth and texture, both flattering and unflattering, to 
subjects rarely seen in contemporary art. I was reminded of the totally different work of photographer Dawoud Bey, who 

seeks to give his sitters — often kids from poor neighborhoods — the gravity and stature of Renaissance portraiture. 

Quinn does a similar thing, granting his subjects a complexity they often don’t receive in other places.

Nathaniel Mary Quinn's "Super-Fly,” 2015. 

(Nathaniel Mary Quinn / M+B Gallery)



Piecing It All Together: Nathaniel Mary Quinn Transfigures a Shattered World
By Sola Agustsson

May 31, 2016

Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s fragmented portraits recall his childhood growing up 

in the Robert Taylor Homes, a notorious housing project in Chicago. His new 

series Highlights, now on view at M+B in Los Angeles, features highly personal 

works that reflect on his upbringing and the people he knew who were able to 
escape the violence and poverty so many experienced in the now demolished 

project.

Though his pieces resemble collages, they are in fact improvised paintings. 

Quinn does not do initial sketches of his works, preferring to paint using a pro-

cess of free association based on internal visions and emotions that arise when 

thinking about a particular subject matter. He uses combinations of charcoal, 

pastel, gouache, and oil paint on vellum to create a pastiched style that is truly 

his own.

The abstract, distorted figures encompass both grotesTue and innocent imagery 
reflecting many facets of the human experience. The works are intimate and em-

bracing of binaries: good and bad, male and female, past and present. Quinn’s 

work gives reverence to all aspects of the individual experience. “The journey 

of those living in difficult communities like that of The Robert Taylor Homes is 
reflected in all of humanity. No human is impervious to pain and loss, to despair 
and grief, to suffering and longing. Such a disposition does not exist, and all 

experiences are, indeed, relative to one’s own uniTue set of circumstances,” the 
artist told me.

Quinn was the youngest of five brothers born to illiterate parents. His father provided for the family with gambling earnings 
from pool halls. His brothers were all high school dropouts, many of who succumbed to addiction and alcoholism. Quinn, a 

precocious artist, received a scholarship in eighth grade to a prestigious boarding academy in Indiana. His mother, who was 

crippled from two strokes, died soon after he left, and when Quinn returned home from school one Thanksgiving, he found 

his entire family had abandoned him. He was 15 then, and he hasn’t talked to his family in the two decades since. He says he 

believes now their abandonment may have been a blessing in disguise. After graduating high school, Quinn received a BFA 

from Wabash College and an MFA from New York University. He now lives and works in Brooklyn, NY.

The specter of childhood runs through Quinn’s work, with cartoon fragments spliced into many of his pieces. Quinn first began 
making art by copying comic books in his youth. He infuses superhero illustrations into his portraits because he thinks people 

he knew who were able to escape the projects are superheroes in their own right, saying:

Highlights

Nathaniel Mary Quinn

M+B

612 N. Almont Dr., Los Angeles, CA 90069

May 13, 2016 - June 25, 2016



One’s escape from a community akin to the Robert Taylor Homes is predicated on 
a mutant-like feat, where the psychological barrier and its very purpose were de-
constructed and, somehow, rebuilt. The shapes and forms in my work, the works’ 
marriage of that which is beautiful and that which is grotesque, of a Franken-
stein-like framework of cut parts and components by means of intense rendering 
and painting, all give rise to the journey of such a difficult, yet necessary, human 
transformation.

One subject who made it out of the housing projects cycle is “Rosy,” a nickname 
for the artist’s best friend, who won a scholarship to the same boarding school 
he attended. “It was rather strange meeting a chap like Rosy; most of the boys in 
the Robert Taylor Homes were incredibly tough and, at times, rather dangerous, 
although, obviously, they were not born this way: the interlacing factors of the 
community were efficient enough to bring about a certain conditioning that made 
empty the sanctity of life and optimistic prospects of one’s future. Rosy never 
succumbed to such conditioning, which could, perhaps, be attributed to a collective 
set of influences� the love, compassion, and discipline of his mother,” Quinn said of 
his friend. Rosy now enjoys a successful career in the Midwest. Nathaniel Mary Quinn

Antoine Jackson, 2016
© Courtesy M+B Gallery, Los Angeles

Though these portraits are singular depictions of people Quinn knows personally, they relate to larger universal themes of human 
resiliency. The collagist structure conveys the fragmentation inherent in an individual’s collective experiences. Influenced by 
Cubism, Francis Bacon, and Neo Rauch, Quinn is drawn to artists who meld seemingly disparate elements into a cohesive whole.

“My aim is to, firstly, create, but to also reflect human capacity for all that exists,” says the artist. “The various structures in my 
work—the layering of shapes and forms, of color and tone, of lines and that which may be described as decorative—are reflections 
of the complexity of human existence, of presenting such reflections on the same plane, all at once, to be fully embraced by the 
viewer, and by which the viewer will be confronted.”  

 

—Sola Agustsson 

Sola Agustsson is a writer based in Los Angeles. She studied at UC Berkeley and has contributed to Bullett, )launt, The Huffington 
Post, Alternet, Artlog, Konch, and Whitewall Magazine.



Nathaniel Mary Quinn
Interview by Dexter Wimberly
Images by Michael Mundy

May 13, 2016

I met Chicago-born artist Nathaniel Mary Quinn in 2013 and have had the pleasure of 
working with him on a number of exhibitions. I recently talked with Quinn about new 
developments in his career, the new challenge of being a recognized artist and High-
lights, his upcoming exhibition at M+B Gallery in Los Angeles. Known for portraiture 
that blends sophisticated painting and drawing techniques to achieve the fractured, 
disorienting appearance of collage, Quinn’s highly-coveted work depicts an array of 
people from his childhood Zho had an indeliEle inÀuence on his life� 6itting in his neZ 
studio in Brooklyn, NY, the artist discusses the lessons he’s learned, the importance 
of humility and the transformative power of imagination.

Dexter Wimberly: Quinn, we’ve known each other for a few years now, and during 
that time quite a lot has happened for you. I know it’s been a really strange and 
interesting journey. Can you give me a capsule of what has happened in your career 
during the past two or three years?

Nathaniel Mary Quinn: First, in the last three years I went from being a full-time 
teacher to being a full time artist. Second, I made a transition from being an obscure 
artist to being acknowledged and discussed, becoming more known. My work has 
become more recognizable to where viewers can identify, “That’s a Mary Quinn.” 
Third, I graduated from having community-based exhibitions—i.e. coffee shops or 
people’s brownstones, which were significant shows for me—to having exhibitions 
in reputable galleries. I even have a museum show coming up in 2018 in South 
Carolina at the Halsey Institute of Art at the University of Charleston and had a prior 
installation that you curated at the Museum of Contemporary African Diasporan Arts 
(MoCADA) in Brooklyn, New York.

“OTHER PEOPLE MIGHT LOOK AT MY WORK AND BELIEVE
THAT THERE’S TRADITIONAL COLLAGE TAKING PLACE.

THERE’S NO COLLAGE. EVERYTHING IS DRAWN OR PAINTED 
BY HAND. IT’S TWO-DIMENSIONAL SCULPTURE.”

— NATHANIEL MARY QUINN

DW: Making that transition from obscure to recognized is both rewarding and challenging in many ways because with recognition 
come scrutiny and criticism. Some artists begin to change under the weight of that. Change isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Change can 
be good. But from your perspective, how has this shift in your recognition and acknowledgement affected you both personally and in 
your work?



NMQ: I feel happy. Personally, it’s exciting. It really is. There’s a saying that because a gallery gives you a show, it validates your 
work. I understand that concept but don’t subscribe to it. I believe that true validation comes from within in the very beginning—it’s 
just icing on the cake that other people get on board. Artistically, it hasn’t changed my work at all. I just always focus on pushing my 
art. Because I am a full-time artist now, I have more time to push it further, but I’m not trying to appease the audience or give them 
what I think they may want. I try to remain extremely authentic no matter what, in the way I would have if none of this had happened.

DW: I remember our first encounter and visiting your studio a few years ago—I immediately had a positive reaction to your work. 
I’ve also been quite fascinated by the scale of some of the new pieces. A lot of artists have the tendency to work in a particular size 
range, but you’ve been able to use scale to your advantage. I recall seeing your exhibition at Rhona Hoffman Gallery (Chicago) last 
September and was very moved by the fact that the smallest works in the show had so much power and energy in them. How are you 
making these decisions about scale and content?

NMQ: Everything I make is born from a vision, a visual idea, that becomes the blueprint for the work. In that vision, all details are 
provided: the subject, the way the subject is constructed, the color palette, shape, form and size of the work. If it calls for a large-scale 
work, then that’s what I do, but if it calls for something small, I do that. At some point, I had this appetite for doing small works. I really 
wanted to explore a more intimate relationship with my work, and small scale allows that to happen because you’re up on it the whole 
time. I wanted to make the small works as powerful as the big works. I think there’s a permeating ideology that small works tend to be 
less strong. But if you think of a painter like Vermeer, all of his paintings were small but he had very powerful and beautiful textures 
and ways to control light in such a small scale. I think that’s as time consuming, laborious and challenging as making a large work.

DW: And for those who are not as familiar with your practice, I want to talk a little bit about what’s behind it. Could you talk to me about 
your subject matter?

NMQ: My upcoming show is titled Highlights, and every piece in it represents a figure who has transcended or overcome in a way. 
These are people I actually know who transcended very dire circumstances and managed to get out of the community from which I 
come, the Robert Taylor Homes in Chicago. That doesn’t mean that they all became teachers and lawyers. Many of them went on to 
just get regular jobs, but they didn’t fall prey to the volatile monstrosity of the community we shared. A lot of the images have comic 
book superheroes attached to them because, to me, the subjects are heroic. They are uncanny. These are highlights: those who were 
lifted, who lifted themselves.

DW: We’re here in your studio, so tell me a little about your process—the materials you use to make your work.

NMQ: I use black charcoal, gouache, oil pastel, oil paint, paint stick, sometimes acrylic gold or silver powder. I work from photographs, 
and I pretty much manually render everything. Other people might look at the work and believe that there’s traditional collage taking 
place. There’s no collage. Everything is drawn or painted by hand. I use construction paper to produce form or shape with sharp edges. 
Or I use other materials that can be adhered to the surface of the paper without ruining the work. It’s two-dimensional sculpture. My 
process is intuitive, so I never make preliminary sketches of anything. It’s like being a surgeon. I use an X-Acto knife everywhere and 
cut right on the paper. It’s an insane amount of work.



DW: Being an artist in your position is quite exciting. There’s a lot of demand for your work now and a lot of demand put on you—
you’re working with multiple galleries in different ways. As you mentioned, you have a museum show coming up in 2018. Between 
then and now, one can only imagine what will happen. Can you talk to me about one or two lessons that you’ve learned in this process 
of going from being obscure to being recognized?

NMQ: Lesson number one: always say “thank you” and “I’m sorry”. Those are two of the most powerful statements that you can use 
in any field, particularly in the art world, because people help you. I’m in a binary position� on one hand I could say, “My work is so 
good that people just want to buy it.” But on the other hand I can say, “The work only sells because the market decided to support it.” 
So I tend to go with the latter of the two because art is very subjective. You don’t know if what you’re making is particularly strong, but 
somehow you hit a nerve or a collector who will support it. A lot of artists are exceptional, but the market doesn’t support their work for 
some reason. So when you get opportunities, say thank you. Show gratitude.

Another thing is being very disciplined. I have a nice, tight schedule. Don’t forget to live a bit and be completely transparent with 
people. Under-promise, over-deliver. That’s how I live. And it’s okay to say no. Just be genuine. Show love to other people. Support 
and celebrate other artists, curators and directors. Those are some of the lessons I’ve learned and have been very effective for me.

DW: What are some of the challenges you’re looking forward to overcoming as an artist?

NMQ: I just want to make better work. I don’t feel like my work is good enough. Every waking moment I have a real anxiety about that. 
Everything I make is an inspiration for making really good work, but I haven’t achieved that yet. There’s no way. I can feel it in my gut. 
I’m getting there, but I want to be able to achieve it before I die. If I could just make one good piece in my lifetime, I would be a happy 
man. That’s more than money, more than fame. The money thing is cool, but it doesn’t affect me. When I come to my studio, I still feel 
like the same insecure guy. )ear is personified in my studio practice every day. And you know what the fear says" “I don’t think I can 
render that jacket. I don’t know if I’m good enough.” Every day.

DW: It’s good to hear someone talk about vulnerabilities in such an honest, forthright way. I sense that in your work, that you’re 
channeling that vulnerability. There’s a sensitivity to your work that I don’t find with a lot of other artists. You’re not simply painting 
someone as they appear in a photograph, or as they wish to appear.

NMQ: Right, I’m painting what’s real, and what is oftentimes real is the unseen. You can buy a new car and think, “I see it physically in 
front of me: a brand new car.” But the car doesn’t symbolize what’s really happening. What’s really happening is that you just spent a 
lot of money with the hope of enhancing your self-esteem. Or I can say that I just bought a house—you see it here, physically. What’s 
really real, though, is I just found a way to solidify the roof over my head because I’m afraid of being homeless. That’s the truth. So 
I’m interested in painting the truth. Not what I see, but what I don’t see. In order for me to see that, I have to feel it. I have to get into 
harmony with you. That tends to be the reason why people from my past are my best subjects, my best models, because I spent time 
with these people. I know them. I have a linked fate with them.

DW: In your work, you’re depicting people who are both alive and passed away, but I don’t get the sense that you’re treating the living 
any differently than you’re treating the dead.

NMQ: That’s right—we’re already dead now. That’s just nature. The earth produces plants, animals and humans. We all go through 
this cycle. My mom passed away when I was 15 years old. Until this day, when I think about my mother the feeling that comes over 
me is the same feeling I had when she was alive. She seems very real to me. And here’s the thing: nobody’s higher than another 
person. That’s why I love charcoal so much. I feel like I am one with that material. We’re all from the same origin, from the earth. And 
the conclusion you come to is twofold: on one hand, I ain’t shit. I am no better than a tree or a roach. But at the same time, I’m very 
special because there’s only one Nate Quinn. God saw fit to give me life, but I’m just like anybody else.

DW: To me, a fantastic artist is someone who reminds us of our connectedness to the rest of the world and also of our littleness. Only 
certain people are open to being reminded of their smallness.

NMQ: The one beautiful thing we all possess is imagination. That is a tool given to humans by the universe, a tool that will allow us 
to envision for ourselves the kind of future that we can achieve. Some may argue that this is a Westernized ideology, that this kind of 
talk doesn’t happen in third world countries. I get it. I can’t Tuite dispute that, but I went to Belize for the first time and saw little children 
playing with dirt. Happy, man. I saw kids happily playing with dirt. I’ve seen kids in America with much more who were far less happy. 
Those children decided to use the most powerful piece of technology, their imagination and create for themselves a different reality. 
Beautiful. They were playing with nothing. I will never forget that. Imagination is not tactile, but it impacts you. And then you work 
toward it. Via faith, belief and hope, you just keep working toward it.



‘Art Derives From Everything in Life’: A Talk with Nathaniel Mary Quinn
By Bill Powers
May 12, 2016

Bill Powers: Do you consider your paintings to be portraits?
Nathaniel Mary Quinn: In many respects a portrait is an attempt to duplicate a visual physicality. 
I’m trying to bring to the surface what I feel; it’s more of a psychological excavation of the inter-
nalized world of a human being.
BP: The clothing depicted in your work often harks back to an older era. Is that intentional?
NMQ: Chicago is known for being a cold city. It’s called the Windy City not only because of the 
harsh weather but in part because of the city’s politics. I grew up there, in a very impoverished 
community. When you grow up poor, you make attempts to communicate to the public that you’re 
not as poor as people may think you are. That’s why you might wear a fake-fur hat or a fake-fur 
coat.

BP: And what’s interesting about that projection to you, as an artist?
NMQ: I find that these types of figures are not normally represented in the art world because they 
are from the ghetto or the periphery of culture. But that doesn’t mean that these people are any 
less important. I love the idea of putting a pimp on the walls of the Whitney. And I did it! When 
[collector and Whitney trustee] Beth DeWoody invited me to be a part of their annual auction, 
I donated a piece called Richard [2014], which was named after my brother, who was big into 
fashion. He went out of his way to show people that he wasn’t broke. I presented him as a real 
gangster-like pimp.

BP: You enjoyed the subversive aspect.
NMQ: Absolutely. And I don’t change who [my subjects] are. I don’t try to make them more palatable to any given audience.

BP: How do you start one of your paintings?
NMQ: I normally start with the nose or the nucleus of the piece. It could be the neck or the hat. I’m looking for harmony. The compo-
sition has to be well balanced.

BP: Hailing from Illinois, were you influenced at all by the Chicago Imagists"
NMQ� I’m very much influenced by music production. I mean, obviously I’m influenced by painters as well. However, art derives from 
everything in life. I take walks a lot because I’m always collecting information. I live in [Brooklyn’s] Bed-Stuy; I speak with many of the 
drug dealers, pimps, prostitutes—I have conversations with all kinds of people. They hustle. I don’t judge them. I take their energy 
with me and figure out ways to employ it in my work. It helps me to stay connected to what I would call real life. In the same way, I 
know a bunch of wealthy collectors now. That energy, too, goes into my work. I like intersecting those worlds. I see them as reciprocal.

BP: Before you were supporting yourself as an artist, you worked with at-risk youth.
NMQ: Yeah, I was a counselor at this place [in downtown Manhattan] right off of Canal Street. Young kids, from 13 to 18, interfacing 
with the criminal justice system, many of them facing jail time.



BP: What was your objective, working with these kids?
NMQ: I found a direct link to functional illiteracy. Many of them couldn’t read or write. They knew how to navigate their limited surround-
ings. I taught a literacy class even though I had no training in it whatsoever. At first it was rough� kids cussing me out, threatening me.

BP: They were probably suspicious that you were trying to brainwash them or something.
NMQ: I wanted to show them a different route in life without compromising their experiences, how to translate what they’d learned 
into the workforce. Let’s say one of the kids had been selling drugs. I’d tell him, “OK, so you know how to build a clientele, manage 
your money, schedule. People go to business school to acquire these skills. There’s nothing wrong with your aim. There’s something 
wrong with your target.”

BP: Would you ever take them to galleries?
NMQ: All the time, because I knew they didn’t feel comfortable in spaces like that. I taught them that the gallery is open to the public. 
You don’t have to pay to walk in. Just look around. I remember I took a group to Metro Pictures one day to see a Gary Simmons show. 
We looked at the price list. They couldn’t believe someone could sell an artwork for $90,000. They’d never been exposed to these 
opportunities.

BP: But you were also teaching them how to read and write?
NMQ: We would walk by random restaurants—Subway, McDonald’s, Wendy’s—they knew all the places. But then we’d get back to 
the classroom and I’d write out the same names on the chalkboard and the kids couldn’t read it. They only knew the names from the 
logos. They had memorized the signifiers.
But I’d also try to highlight the beauty in that, how they’d created their own language to survive. Language is just a code you have to 
crack in order to navigate the world. And there’s a plurality in language. I’ll never forget the day this kid read his first sentence. It made 
me cry. I hugged him and said, “Now you have something no one can steal from you: your education. That’s intellectual property.” So, 
yeah, I worked with at-risk youth for ten years.

BP: Who is an artist that has had a profound impact on you?
NMQ: I love how Caravaggio manipulated light, how he’s able to place figures within darkness. Hey, Caravaggio was an at-risk youth. 
He’d get into duels and have beef with people.

BP: When I interviewed -ohn Currin last year, he told a story about Caravaggio and Guido Reni almost getting into a fistfight about 
who invented raking light.
NMQ: See� Caravaggio was a ruffian, but also a very talented painter. -ohn Currin is also an influence, and Lucian )reud and -im 
Dine. I love Jim Dine’s drawings of tools and the way he renders a necktie. He knows how to control the weight of a line.

BP: Marlene Dumas says that to draw something is to show its resistance.
NMQ: Often you add weight to a line in order to show tension. Look at a painting like John Currin’s Big Hands [2010] and you see how 
he’s captured the weight of her shoulders. Currin understands fragility and tension.

BP: Can we talk about the emotional presence in your paintings?
NMQ: I believe in life you are an amalgam of numerous experiences. You are built from a history of joy, sadness, ups, and downs. 
I’m trying to articulate the essence of that. All of that added up together is nothing more than a forest that stands in front of the truth. 
So I’m walking through the forest trying to get there. Subjective perception is simply allegiance—unknowingly—to your own ego. And 
your ego disallows you from seeing the collective interdependence of all people.

BP: You said that you get visions sometimes.
NMQ:I get visions almost every day. The vision is a picture of a whole image. I never write them down. And I never forget them. Every 
piece I’ve made was born from a vision. I’m talking about the style of work I make now. Earlier on I was obsessive, trying to make 
intellectual connections and show theoretical underpinnings behind the work. It was tiring and laborious. I didn’t want to live my life 
that way. I wanted to be free. I went to therapy for four years to deal with the loss of my mother, the loss of my family. What was that 
pain about? The detachment does something to you.



BP: )or people who don’t know your personal history, you had a pretty traumatic family experience in high school.
NMQ: My mom passed away when I was a freshman in high school, my first month at boarding school. I went back to Chicago for the 
services and then returned to school. Thanksgiving came around and when I went home to see my family, the apartment was empty. 
My four older brothers and my dad had left without notifying me as to where they were going.

BP: So you never saw them again?
NMQ: Only last year did one of my brothers, Charles, finally contact me after hearing this podcast I did. He didn’t know what happened 
to our father. I learned that my brother Richard had died of AIDS and that my other brother was a full-blown alcoholic living on the 
streets. I asked Charles a lot of questions. I told him that I forgave him, but I don’t think we can ever have a relationship again. Not after 
that kind of rupture. Listen, I was very lucky as a kid. I was showered with love. My mom used to pray over me, pray over my body. 
She would ask God to watch over me after she was dead and gone. To this day, I believe that my mother conspires for my success. 
Whatever happens to me in life, things always seem to work out.

BP: You have a new piece called Ethan [2016], where the body originated from an image of Ai Weiwei.
NMQ: It’s not about his biography at all. I like how you can see time and gravity on his body, a body you imagine was once strong. 
The real Ethan was a tough guy I knew from Chicago. We lived in the same project building. He was nice to me, but you didn’t want 
to get on his bad side. He was very burdened by his circumstances. Ethan had a sad disposition. He was a tumbler, like me. I did 
gymnastics for 1� years. So (than and I would do back flips together. I was always a better tumbler than he was, which may be why 
I won his admiration. Ethan was sort of a protector for me.

BP: Were you a tough guy?
NMQ:  Not really. But you had to be tough in that community. You couldn’t let anyone take you short. I was in this group called the 
Jesse White Tumblers. Jesse White is the Illinois Secretary of State who started this program to get kids off the street. Most of my 
teammates were from the projects—primarily the Cabrini-Green projects—and some of them were superbly dangerous. We used to 
perform at the Chicago Bulls halftime shows. I even got to meet Michael Jordan.

BP: While Jordan was still in the NBA?
NMQ:  Yeah, man. Our locker rooms were right next to the players’. We’d come out into the hallway to stretch, and out would roll 
Michael -ordan, Scottie 3ippen, Dennis Rodman. I was five feet away from Michael -ordan� I had never seen a physical specimen 
like that. The guy was beautiful. He was built like a machine. A lot of kids in the projects would try to get on the tumbling team. You 
got paid. They’d travel us around. We’d sign autographs. My mom first put me onto tumbling. She brought me to Mr. McClain, our 
grammar-school gym teacher, and said, “I want you to watch over my baby so he doesn’t get caught up in these streets.” Eventually 
I became the team captain.

Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s work has been the subject of solo exhibitions at Pace Gallery in London and the Museum of Contemporary 
African Diasporan Arts in Brooklyn. He is represented by Rhona Hoffman Gallery in Chicago, Litvak Contemporary in Tel Aviv, and 
M+B gallery in Los Angeles, where his latest solo show runs from May 13 through June 25. Watch Bill Powers interview Nathaniel 
Mary Quinn at Frieze New York here.



11 Artists Poised to Have Breakout Years in 2016
Text by Jerry Saltz
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For our Art and Design issue, New York has been examining the art 

world’s recent past — tracing the identity-politics revolution; catching up 

with Richard Prince, the Warhol of the Instagram age — and it’s present, 

as we sit down with James Franco to let him make a case for his art and 

get a crash course in today’s market from a Sotheby’s advisor. And now 

we look to the future: ahead, 11 artists, selected by senior art critic Jerry 

Saltz, who are poised to have breakout years, along with a sampling of 

their work.

Nathaniel Mary Quinn, Painter, 38
Quinn’s intensely vivisected Frankensteinian faces and viscously spliced 

figures make a nation of loved, colorful portraits. Bold shifts of scale, fun-

gal surfaces that slide between smooth and gloppy, and attacks on inte-

grated pictorial wholeness.
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NATHANIEL!MARY!QUINN:!Back%and%Forth%
September!11!–!October!24,!2015!

!

Reception!for!the!artist:!

Friday,!September!11,!2015,!5!–!7:30!pm!

! ! !

Rhona!Hoffman!Gallery!is!pleased!to!present!Back%and%Forth,!the!first!solo!exhibition!with!New!YorkH
based!artist!Nathaniel!Mary!Quinn.!!Fractured!features,!spliced!patterns,!and!shrunken!or!distended!
proportions!merge!together!to!create!Quinn’s!abstractHfigurative!works!on!paper.!While!seemingly!

assembled!from!collage,!each!of!the!ten!artworks!in!the!gallery!is!meticulously!created!directly!on!the!

flat!plane!of!the!paper!surface!to!achieve!the!illusion!that!they!are!formed!from!exterior!sources.!His!

working!methods!are!rooted!in!free!association!and!intuition,!evident!in!his!use!of!color!and!pattern!to!

either!emphasize!or!recess!certain!facial!feature.!!

!
Quinn’s!works!are!highly!autobiographical!and!the!genesis!of!each!figure!emerges!from!an!intimate!

vision!that!reverberates!with!unresolved!memories,!feelings,!or!associations!from!his!past!

experiences.!A!Chicago!native,!Quinn’s!upbringing!in!the!Robert!Taylor!Homes!public!housing!was!

deeply!impactful;!violence,!abandonment,!and!poverty!were!familiar!obstacles!in!his!personal!

narrative.!In!combining!that!history!with!an!exhaustive!range!of!source!materials!into!his!practice,!

his!figures!balance!between!grotesque!and!beautifulH!threatening!and!alluring.!Through!this!

amalgamation,!the!regenerative!human!nature!of!surviving!trauma,!thriving!against!opposition,!and!

fostering!an!identity!are!made!palpable!on!the!rendered!bodies!and!faces.!!

!

The!figures!also!enliven!topics!and!issues!in!his!contemporary!socioHcultural!moment.!There!is!a!

dialogue!in!the!contorted!and!collaged!figures!that!places!Quinn!in!a!constellation!of!artists!such!as!

Francis!Bacon,!Lucien!Freud,!and!Neo!Rauch.!However,!Quinn’s!practice!and!artistic!intention!

remains!oriented!in!his!present!day,!where!the!specters!of!the!past!collide!with!the!present!context.!!

!

HHHHHH!

An!interdisciplinary!artist!based!in!Brooklyn,!New!York,!Nathaniel!Mary!Quinn!(b.!1977,!Chicago,!IL)!
received!a!MFA!in!Painting!and!Drawing!from!New!York!University!and!a!BA!in!Art!and!Psychology!from!

Wabash!College,!Indiana.!Quinn’s!work!was!first!introduced!to!the!public!in!a!group!exhibition!with!

Artists!Space!Gallery!in!2002!and!through!the!Bronx!Museum!of!the!Arts!in!2004.!In!2014,!Quinn!had!a!

critically!acclaimed!solo!exhibition,!“Past/Present”!at!Pace!London!Gallery.!He!is!the!recipient!of!the!

Lorraine!Hansberry!Artistic,!Performance,!and!Fine!Arts!Award!and!a!twoHtime!winner!of!the!National!

Arts!Club!Prize.!Past!exhibitions!have!included!the!Museum!of!Contemporary!and!African!Diasporan!

Arts,!New!York;!Rush!Arts!Gallery,!New!York;!The!Bronx!Museum!of!the!Arts.!!
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Nathaniel!Mary!Quinn,!Junebug,(2015!
Black!charcoal,!gouache,!soft!pastel,!oil!pastel,!oil!

paint,!paint!stick,!acrylic!silver!leaf!on!Coventry!

Vellum!Paper,!50!x!50!inches!
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn's portraits recreate the grotesque specters of the Robert Taylor Homes A 
series of large-scale abstracts bring the past vividly to life.
By Annette Elliot
October 13, 2015

Nathaniel Mary Quinn remembers drawing the fluid black outline of a cowboy on the drab walls 
of the apartment in the Robert Taylor Homes where he lived as a child. In the concrete public 
housing high-rise, adventures came to life, carefully copied from the pages of his favorite comic 
books. His father, an illiterate gambler from Mississippi, taught him how to draw on brown paper 
bags from the neighborhood grocery store.

�He would tell me to draw from my shoulder,� Quinn recalls. �He would take the erasers off the 
pencils and tell me never to erase. (very mark has meaning. If you make a mistake, make use of 
that mistake and turn it into something that can work for you.�

In a series of large-scale abstract portraits currently on view at Rhona Hoffman Gallery, the artist 
captures grotesTue specters from his past in black charcoal, oil pastel, gouache and acrylic 
gold leaf. Disfigured and distorted faces stare mournfully out at the viewer. Cursed by unsettling 
metamorphoses, whether a prominent pig snout or the flaring nostrils of an enraged bull, the 
characters simultaneously repel and attract.

Memories from the artist
s past continue to haunt him. �Walking down the street, I get a vision. I 
never write them down because I never forget them. My visions are often memories I continue to 
hold on to, the manifestation of an indelible mark made on me by certain experiences.�

Quinn was the youngest of five boys. His mother, crippled after suffering two strokes, managed 
to support her family with disability checks from the government. He remembers the constant 
struggle to pay the bills. "I imagine the rent was maybe 50 dollars a month, and the people who 
lived in the projects struggled to pull together 50 dollars each month." In the winter, the family 
would often turn on the oven to heat the apartment to avoid paying the electric bill.

Quinn paints figments of memory, both real and unreal. Like a surgeon, he meticulously constructs the fractured geometry of the face with 
charcoal, construction paper, tape and an ;-Acto knife. �We are all trying to keep it together. We fight to convince spectators of what appears 
to be a seamless existence, but inside is tension, rupture and things that don
t Tuite fit. That is the raw you. I want to paint that.�

In Ms. Lykes, a portrait of one of Quinn
s grammar school teachers, a sour-looking woman sits with her hands demurely crossed in her lap. 
She wears a delicate satin blouse embroidered with crimson flowers. Her face is ripped open by a large snout, her eyes cast askew. Quinn 
has not forgotten Ms. Lykes or the hurt she inflicted when she discouraged him from applying to Culver Academies, a private boarding school 
in Indiana.

�I recall Ms. Lykes, in particular, remarking 
You jus
 gonna go to DuSable High School like the rest of dem niggahs.
 DuSable High School 
was never considered a particularly good high school—or even a safe one for that matter. It was seen as the school for the 
project kids,
 the 
poor kids who did not have a future. Ms. Lykes certainly could not see, or refused to envision, that I might be admitted into a fancy boarding 
school for rich kids.�

Today he lives in Brooklyn, in a small two-bedroom apartment in Bedford Stuyvesant. Brown paper covers the walls on which he draws a 
delicate outline of a face. He often paints for �� hours without sleep to keep up with the demand for his work. In his paintings he returns to 
his childhood apartment, or what he remembers of it, the articles of clothing scattered on the floor, a half-eaten loaf of bread, and a two-liter 
Royal Crown Cola. 

Ms. Lykes, �015
COURT(SY O) RHONA HO))MAN 
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Vision Quest: An artist channels his past through his painting
By Mike Pepi
September 2015
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6-10 Lexington Street 

London W1F 0LB 

 

5 September – 4 October 2014 

 

Opening: Thursday 4 September, 6-8 pm. 

 

Pace London is delighted to present 
Past/Present, an exhibition of new works by 
Brooklyn-based artist Nathaniel Mary Quinn from 
5 September to 4 October 2014 at 6-10 
Lexington Street.  

Quinn’s vivid, large-scale paper works are an 
assemblage of facial features which can be 
read as abstract-figurative works. The pieces 
deal with the complex construction of identity, 
inevitably influenced by past memories and 
present experiences, but executed in the 
moment.  

 “My work arrives somewhere between 
abstraction and figuration; the cuts and breaks 

in the image seem to have an independent life within each work. Not simply the happenstance of a 
meeting place, the gap or break is a type of functional geometry, opening up spaces within and 
between imagery. My work is the result of a highly instinctual and visceral activity, without the guidance 
of a plan.” Nathaniel Mary Quinn, July, 2014.  

The artist takes great interest in mixing media, subverting the traditional use of black charcoal, oil-paint, 
paint-stick, gouache, oil pastel and cardboard onto the same surface. Although reminiscent of Synthetic 
Cubism, Quinn’s works function outside of these historical references and reveal themselves as 
autobiographical, narrative and representational. The ‘hybrid creatures’ that appear in these distinctive 
compositions are formed from a mixture of family portraits, popular articles, and advertisements.  

The artist’s personal history has a tremendous influence on his work. Reflecting on his difficult 
upbringing and the challenges he faced in his young life⊕ losing his mother at a very young age and 
later being abandoned by his father and brothers⊕ every work is a conscious endeavour to free his mind 
from excessive introspection. Quinn aims to explore his own human identity and life experiences, which 
have formed and continue to shape his character.  

Highlights of the exhibition include Diane, a small piece that features an assembled portrait presenting 
both geometry and softness, yet robustly exaggerated by contorted and flattened surface manipulations. 
A fleshy mouth and a necklace would call to mind an archetypical female character, yet the viewer is left 
disorientated without clear, immediate gender identification.  



 

 

The constant fracture between faces and the body correlate to Quinn’s past and present experience; a 
cathartic and personal practice through which he gives life back to his subjects.  

The unique interplay of subject, form and medium that can be seen in Quinn’s work conveys the artist’s 

own sense of artistic freedom. The work sits in tension on the boundary of what can be seen as 
purposely grotesque or aesthetically pleasing, presenting both beauty and melancholy. 

 
NOTES TO EDITORS 

Nathaniel Mary Quinn was born in 1977 in Chicago, US. Having received his Bachelor of Fine Arts from 
Wabash College, Quinn obtained his Master of Fine Arts from New York University. Quinn’s work was 

first introduced to the public in a group exhibition at Artists Space in 2002 and through The Bronx 
Museum of the Arts in 2004. He is the recipient of the Lorraine Hansberry Artistic, Performance, and Fine 
Arts Award and a two-time winner of the National Arts Club Prize. His work has been exhibited in a 
number of one-person and group exhibitions: one-person exhibitions include Hybrids: The Windows 
Exhibit at the Museum of Contemporary African Diasporan Arts (MoCADA), Brooklyn, The Magic Stick at 
Rush Arts Gallery, New York and most recently, Species at Bunker 259, Brooklyn. Group exhibitions 
include The Mythic Female and Macro-Micro at Satori Gallery, New York, American Beauty at Susan-
Inglett Gallery, New York, Corpus Americus at Driscoll Babcock Gallery, New York, “Look At Me: 
Portraits from Manet to the Present,” at the Leila Heller Gallery. He currently lives and works in Brooklyn, 
NY. 

PACE 

Pace is a leading contemporary art gallery representing many of the most significant international artists 
and estates of the 20th and 21st centuries. Founded by Arne Glimcher in Boston in 1960 and led by 
Marc Glimcher, Pace has been a constant, vital force in the art world and has introduced many 
renowned artists’ work to the public for the first time. Pace has mounted more than 800 exhibitions, 

including scholarly exhibitions that have subsequently travelled to museums, and published nearly 450 
exhibition catalogues. Today Pace has ten locations worldwide: four in New York; two in London; one in 
Beijing, one in Hong Kong and two temporary spaces in Menlo Park, California and Zuoz, Switzerland. 
Pace London inaugurated its flagship gallery at 6 Burlington Gardens with the exhibition 
Rothko/Sugimoto: Dark Paintings and Seascapes, in 2012. 

Pace London at 6-10 Lexington Street is open to the public from Tuesday to Saturday, from 10 a.m. to 6 
p.m. www.pacegallery.com/ 

For press inquiries, please contact: 
 
London: Nicolas Smirnoff, nicolas@pacegallery.com / +44 203 206 7613  
NY: Madeline Lieberberg, mlieberberg@pacegallery.com / +1 212 421 8987  
 
Follow Pace on Facebook (facebook.com/pacegallery), Twitter (twitter.com/pacegallery), and Instagram 
(instagram.com/pacegallery) 
 
Image: Nathaniel Mary Quinn, Diane, black charcoal, oil-pastel, oil-paint, paint-stick, gouache on Lenox Paper 94 cm x 94 cm (37" 
x 37"), 2014. Copyright Nathaniel Mary Quinn, Courtesy Pace London. 

mailto:nicolas@pacegallery.com
http://instagram.com/pacegallery
mailto:mlieberberg@pacegallery.com
http://www.pacegallery.com/


 

612 NORTH ALMONT DRIVE, LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 90069    TEL 310 550 0050    FAX 310 550 0605    WWW.MBART.COM 

 

Nathaniel Mary Quinn
s 'isfigured Portraits Would MaNe (Yen )rancis %acon Shudder
September 9, 2014

Gazing upon a series of Nathaniel Mary Quinn's paintings feels like staring 

into a Ripley's-esque hall of medical oddities and botched surgeries, 

situated alongside the black sheep and circus performers themselves 

who'd banded into a cast of outcasts. And yet the multimedia hybrids feel 

above all truthful. The portraits -- bulging, distorted and ripped to shreds 

-- capture something real about our bruised senses of self. Something we 

often look away from.

Quinn's series "Past/Present" features large scale works combining 

black charcoal, oil-paint, paint-stick, gouache, oil pastel and cardboard. 

Somewhere between Wangechi Mutu and Francis Bacon, the works are 

as intoxicating as they are repulsive, like a stranger you're eager to know 

though already frightened by. Quinn's images possess a perpetual sense 

of now-ness, as if capturing a person at a particular moment, tangled up 

in all the moods, memories and whatever else happens to be lingering in 

the air.
(Detail) King Kong Ain't Got Nothing On Me, 2013, 

black charcoal, gouache, oil pastel on Coventry 

vellum paper

When did you first start creating art and hoZ did it aIIect other asSects oI your liIe"

As a child, my mother allowed me to draw on the walls of our apartment. She would just clean the walls and let me draw again, 

repeatedly. My work seems to investigate my childhood upbringing, my past experiences, and my humanity.

Since 2002, soon after earning my MFA from New York University, I embarked on an artistic pursuit of creating work predicated 

on black identity, racial and gender politics, or a critique of mainstream culture. I presumed that such was the correct path for 

me. Two years ago, I disengaged from that path. My conviction for such issues lacked the potency necessary for sustaining 

my studio art practice. Moreover, I had come to accept that I was unhappy with my art practice. There was something more 

that I wanted to explore, although I had no scathing idea as to what such a conviction looked or felt like.  Then, I began making 

work based on my visions, absent of any knowledge as to what these visions meant. I simply had a visceral response to these 

visions. )or the first time in more than ten years, I was consumed by a confident sense of happiness and completeness. I felt 
like a child in a magnificent playground.
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By this time, I had stopped making preliminary sketches. The visions were so explicitly clear, that making pre-sketches was 
unnecessary.  After completing my first body of work, it had dawned on me that instead of composing a theory upon which 
my work would be based, my work would reveal to me what I, on some known or unknown level, continue to endure. My work 
would function as a sound reflection of my identity and human experience. My work reveals unresolved issues as related to 
my family, my childhood experiences, and the link between such experiences and my current disposition. My work allows me 
to explore the power of being present, while bringing to surface buried memories culled from my childhood experiences and 
upbringing in Chicago. In this journey, I acknowledge the pain and sorrow that I continue to endure, the sense of progress that 
I enjoy, and the sense of deliverance upon which I stand.
 
My work is also influenced by my upbringing in the Robert Taylor Homes of Chicago, which were, for many years, one of 
the most infamous and dangerous tenement housing complexes in the nation. I was the youngest of five boys. By the time 
I was fifteen years old, my other brothers were already young adults, along with being high school dropouts, drug addicts, 
and alcoholics. My parents were illiterate. My mother, Mary Quinn, was crippled due to having two strokes. My father, Joe, 
frequented pool halls for the sake of gambling in order to feed our family. 
 
By my eighth grade year, I won an academic scholarship to attend Culver Academies, a private boarding high school in Indiana. 
Soon after the start of the school year, my mother passed away. The following month, upon arriving home for Thanksgiving 
break, I found an empty apartment. My family was gone, and I have not seen them since. 

I wondered why I had such an obsession with creating jagged, fragmented, discontinuous portraits and figures. Now, I am 
beginning to understand: the dilemma of unresolved abandonment, separation, and attachment issues prevalent in my identity 
and sub-consciousness. Yet, there is something redemptive within this context, of separate, seemingly unrelated, parts 
mending themselves together, managing, somehow, to achieve a sense of cohesion and solidarity. Such was compounded 
with relationships I found between my work and Cubism, as well as the works of artists like Francis Bacon and Neo Rauch. 
The works of Francis Bacon are especially powerful for me, where his expressive and graphic approach creates a relationship 
between the grotesque and the beautiful.         

Clown, 2014, black charcoal, oil-pastel, 
oil-paint, paint-stick, gouache on Lenox 
Paper 

What inIorPation goes into these Sortraits and hoZ do you translate this 
inIorPation into iPage"

My portraits and figures tend to be based on people that I knew during my childhood. 
In some cases, they represent people that I currently know. However, it is a bit more 
complicated than that. People do not exist without that which creates them, without 
that which influences their behavior, their belief-systems, their conditioned thought 
patterns. I am more interested in what is underneath. I want to convey all that is 
hidden.

And, of course, all of my portraits and figures are extensions of my identity. 
Perhaps I would not be who I am without these people. The real dilemma rests in 
understanding the link between my experiences with these people and my current 
disposition as a human being. Hence, my studio practice is inundated with exacting 
my focus on being as free as possible from all conditioned thought patterns and 
belief-systems. This requires the removal of excessive thinking, for it is our “thought-
mind” that happens to be poisoned with illusions that are not true, but appears to 
be true due to the amount of emotional energy that we invest in such illusions. 
For example, in my work, I explore the reasoning behind what may appear to be 
feelings of worthlessness. By all means, I was, in fact, abandoned by my family 
when I was fifteen years old. Therefore, logically speaking, as a fifteen year old, the 
bridge is not that wide between being deserted by the only people who proclaimed 
and demonstrated their unwavering love for you and the notion of not being worthy 
of authentic love and compassion: “If your own family doesn’t want you, then who 
will?” But, is this true?   
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As an adult, I now realize the existence of other explanations behind their 

sudden and abrupt departure: severe lack of money, poverty, being evicted, 

forthcoming violence. However, it is nearly impossible to understand this as 
a child. Before you know it, and against your will, your mind develops a 

belief-system that impedes upon your ability to function happily. For years, 

I ruined all of my significant relationships and friendships on the promise of 
this belief system� “How can I be sure that you won’t abandoned me if my 
own family deserted me?” And I feel this everyday and put it into my work, to 

create what I feel, within the context of being present, of embracing my state 

of being, in order to get underneath it all, to explore it, to uncover, as much 

as possible, the inner-workings of my identity. This is a highly grotesque 

process; yet, it is very beautiful because of the power of self-acceptance, 

even against a collective perception that works relentlessly to convince you 

to believe in the benefits of hiding your scars and bruises. 

<our ZorNs also toy Zith gender in interesting Zays� &an you e[Slain 
Zhat arguPent you
re PaNing in this resSect� iI any"

I am not making an argument in my work as it relates to gender. I employ any 

visual reference necessary for the creation of my work. I presume gender 

comes into play as a result of my mother. In some way, I am always painting 

and drawing my mother, especially being that I lost her when I was fifteen 
years old. Many people can relate to this. That sort of pain never leaves you. 

You can only turn down the volume of the pain, but the sound never goes 

off. I continue to yearn for her, so perhaps she is coming through my work, 

somehow, presenting herself in various ways.

Monique, 2014 black charcoal, oil-pastel, oil-

paint, paint-stick, gouache on Lenox Paper

This shoZ rePinded Pe oI MicNalene ThoPas
 recent e[hiEition ³Tete de )ePPe�´Zhich siPilarly e[Slored the 
Iractured geoPetry oI the Iace� What siPilarities and diIIerences do you thinN aSSly"

Mickalene Thomas’ work carries a significant amount of weight. Her paintings seem to explore the historical means by which 
beauty is articulated on canvas. Her collage-like paintings place black women within a narrative from which black women 
were traditionally excluded. Her �01� exhibition at the Brooklyn Museum, “The Origin of the Universe,” highlighted the 
prowess in Mickalene’s artistic career; in some cases, porcelain skin and blonde curls – as evident in the works of Gustav 

Courbet, for example, were replaced with beautiful black women, bringing to surface the malleable and expressive nature of 

femininity. It is wonderful that such beauty is being delivered through the subject of black women, and Mickalene is masterful 

at this. 

This past June, her recent exhibition, “Tete de Femme,” at Lehmann Maupin Gallery, presents a relatively fresh and 

courageous direction for Mickalene –- not a departure; instead, a development from her previous work –- and such may 

have been developed in her studio practice, particularly as this growth seems to be related to her work with models, make-

up, various photo sessions, and experimentation with collages. The persistence in Mickalene’s acute interest in creating 

correlations between art history and the present moment remains to be relevant.

 

Although, visually speaking, there are similarities between my work and that of Mickalene Thomas’ in “Tete de Femme,” 

there are, indeed, differences worth noting. 

“Tete de )emme” appears to be the first public exhibition of such a development in Mickalene’s work, and while various 
correlations can be made between her work and mine, the exploration in my work stems from a different place, and the 

development with my particular body of work began three years ago -– before “Tete de Femme” publicly existed.
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Clearly, my work carries influences from Cubism� however, my aim is 
to explore my humanity and to become more aware of the link between 
various past experiences and my current disposition. In this effect, there 
exists no primary interest in positioning black men or women within an 
exclusive narrative. My work is not governed by the exploration of Cubism 
and contemporary subject matter. My work is governed by the exploration of 
my present human existence and the personal history by which it has been 
informed. 

Where do you find insSiration outside oI the art Zorld"

I find inspiration in music and film. In particular, I watch many Youtube videos 
of hip-hop producers working in the studio as they make beats for new rap 
songs. I especially enjoy this one video clip of Kanye West working in the 
studio. He seems incredibly free, working in the moment, feeling the energy 
of the music that he is creating, being completely liberated by the sound and 
the bass. This also seems to be true of various musicians, such as D’Angelo, 
Stevie Wonder, and Raphael Saadiq. When you listen to their music, you 
sense the existence of effortless energy, where excessive thought is not, or 
was not, a part of the equation.

And I have an obsession with watching films where the protagonist is 
seemingly outgunned, or intellectually challenged, or diminutive in a certain 
fashion. Films that come to mind are “Forrest Gump” and “Shawshank 
Redemption,” for example. 

Pig, 2014, black charcoal, oil-pastel, oil-paint, 
paint-stick, gouache on Lenox Paper

My parents were illiterate. As a result, along with other reasons, I have struggled, throughout my life, with feelings of inferiority 
as they relate to my level of academic intelligence, and I know what it feels like to so eagerly want to escape a place that did not 
seem rightfully suited for you, a place in which you felt trapped with no means of escape. However, like in the films, redemption, 
somehow, is achieved, and hard work has a great deal to do with it.

II you could coPSare your artistic Srocess to another actiYity �� PaNing sSaghetti� SerIorPing surgery� riding a Eicycle 
�� Zhat Zould you say and Zhy"

I always say that my studio art practice is equivalent to surgery because there are so many intricate and highly important 
processes necessary for making one of my pieces. I spend long, arduous hours to perform at optimal levels in order to achieve 
a perfection that is suitable for me, and, like any surgeon, mediocrity is not an option. And I have an obsessive compulsion for 
order and organization. I am addicted to processes being clean and sharp, absent of mishaps and mistakes. For the body of 
work at Pace London, I arrived to a point where I worked every single day, Monday through Sunday, from 10 a.m. to 4 a.m. 
–- for three and a half months, non-stop.

Quinn's "Past/Present" runs from September 5 until October 4, 2014 at Pace Gallery in London. See more work from the 
exhibition below.
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Nathaniel Mary Quinn: Artist Zho greZ uS in &hicago SoYerty chooses /ondon Ior first shoZ 
By Nick Clark
September 4, 2014

When Nathaniel Mary Quinn was growing up in one of Chicago’s poorest 
housing projects he would be regularly woken by gunshots fired by warring 
gangs outside.

Three decades on, he has shaken off a troubled upbringing – abandoned 
by his family at the age of 15 – to become a “rising star” of the New York 
art scene. And his gallery has chosen London to make his big debut.

Mr Quinn’s exhibition Past/Present opened in Pace London, the UK arm of 
one of New York’s most prestigious galleries, on Friday.

“It’s exciting and scary,” he told The Independent. “It’s the American dream, 
I’m very excited. I wasn’t on the radar for a long time. People seeing my 
stuff this year was seeing it for the first time. Now they’re raving about it.”

The show runs for a month and includes new work in oil and charcoal 
from the Brooklyn-based artist which come to terms with his troubled 
upbringing.

Quinn arrives in London, 20 years after escaping 
gunfire and gangs

He said: “The gallery was thinking about how to mobilise my career and thought London was the best place to start. The art 
world here embraces artists in my position more.” 

While he is almost completely unknown in London, there is a lot of buzz around Mr Quinn in New York especially after Pace 
chose to represent him in May.

Dexter Wimberly, who came across the artist’s work in his role as an independent curator in New York, said: “Nathaniel is a 
rising star; he’s beginning to get the recognition he deserves for his work. As a young artist he has a huge future ahead of him. 
Coming to the attention to Pace Gallery is an amazing step forward for his career.”

Mr Wimberly, who is now director of strategic planning at Independent Curators International, said buzz had begun a year ago 
at two shows featuring Mr Quinn’s work, which had key people from the art world attending. These included a trustee of the 
Whitney Museum of American Art and a powerful gallerist who had collaborated with Jeff Koons.
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Yet the New York art scene is a world away from where Mr Quinn, 37, 
grew up. He was raised in the poverty-stricken projects, the equivalent of 
UK housing estates, on the south side of Chicago, buildings which have 
subsequently been torn down.

“Where I lived was populated by gang violence, I grew up seeing shootings 
and killings. Everyone living there was a witness to poverty and crime. 
You knew at a young age you could be killed,” he said.

Growing up, conditions were hard, with the lights constantly being 
disconnected, and his family turning on the oven to heat the apartment.

He managed to avoid joining a gang, although most of his friends did. He 
was known instead for his art, something he had done since a small child.

“I’ve been making art my entire life,” Mr Quinn said. He learnt to draw 
by copying comic books and he became known as an artist in the 
neighbourhood.

“I’ve always wanted to be an artist; there was never any question about 
that in my life. All my friends knew me as an artist. I was challenged to art 
duels by other kids.”

'Diane, 2014' by Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
�Damian Griffiths�

He secured a scholarship to a prestigious private college Culver Military Academy in Indiana at the age of 15, which would 
prove his way out of the projects. “I woke up there and heard birds singing, and I knew I was in a different land altogether; I 
was accustomed to waking up to gunshots.”

Yet his mother died a month after he joined Culver, and then weeks after that he returned home to find his father and four 
brothers had left. He has not seen them in the 22 years since. “My life since that was not good. I was drinking a lot and in 
constant distress and pain,” he said.

After high school, college and then graduate school he worked as a substitute teacher and then taught at-risk youth in the 
criminal justice system.

Less than a year ago his art career took an “upward swing,” when he started painting about issues from his upbringing and 
his family history and he could give up his day job. “I find making art now thrilling. It used to feel like a job, but now it feels fun 
and challenging.”

He added: “The whole thing about the buzz is surreal. It feels like I’m getting a gain in my life that is equivalent to all I have lost 
in my life. I’ve lost my entire family, my sense of belonging. Now I feel God is giving it to me back tenfold.”

Past/Present opened in Pace London, the UK arm of one of New York’s most prestigious galleries, on Friday.
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An Unusual Artist: Nathaniel Mary Quinn
We take a look at Nathaniel Mary Quinn's new exhibition Past/Present at Pace London

By Max Fletcher
September 4, 2014

Who? Nathaniel Mary Quinn is a Brooklyn-based artist who has become 
known for his work in collage and mixed media. Born in 1977 in Chicago, 
Quinn’s childhood was very difficult ± his mother died when he was 
young, and he was later abandoned by his father and brother. His desire 
to explore issues relating to his fraught personal history informs much of 
his art. As a consequence, his work can be quite shocking, but it retains a 
sense of grace and aesthetic accomplishment, which, Quinn says, is the 
result of his efforts to avoid excessive introspection.

"Quinn's work can be quite shocking, but it retains a 
sense of grace and aesthetic accomplishment...the result 

of his efforts to avoid excessive introspection"

What? Pace London are exhibiting a new collection of Quinn’s work in 
his solo exhibition Past/Present. These new works see Quinn working 
in a manner not dissimilar to synthetic cubism, combining images from 
multiple sources (ranging from family photographs to cuttings from articles 
and advertisements) in order to create large-scale images of grotesque 
figures, which he refers to as µhybrid creatures’.

Why? In this exhibition, Quinn furthers his exploration of issues relating to contemporary identity. Although his works are 
very personal, they are also deeply in touch with trends in public life and are especially concerned, in their use of pop cultural 
imagery, with changes in the modern media landscape. His creation of fragmented and often schizophrenic feeling collages 
is in part a refection of a culture at odds with itself, unable to assemble the noise and confusion of its media into any kind of 
unity. But despite the deep sense of anxiety that informs them, Quinn stays level headed enough to render the images with 
astonishing technical skill and dexterity.

Past/Present is at Pace London from September 5 to October 4.
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Yet the New York art scene is a world away from where Mr Quinn, 37, 
grew up. He was raised in the poverty-stricken projects, the equivalent of 
UK housing estates, on the south side of Chicago, buildings which have 
subsequently been torn down.

“Where I lived was populated by gang violence, I grew up seeing shootings 
and killings. Everyone living there was a witness to poverty and crime. 
You knew at a young age you could be killed,” he said.

Growing up, conditions were hard, with the lights constantly being 
disconnected, and his family turning on the oven to heat the apartment.

He managed to avoid joining a gang, although most of his friends did. He 
was known instead for his art, something he had done since a small child.

“I’ve been making art my entire life,” Mr Quinn said. He learnt to draw 
by copying comic books and he became known as an artist in the 
neighbourhood.

“I’ve always wanted to be an artist; there was never any question about 
that in my life. All my friends knew me as an artist. I was challenged to art 
duels by other kids.”

'Diane, 2014' by Nathaniel Mary Quinn 
�Damian Griffiths�

He secured a scholarship to a prestigious private college Culver Military Academy in Indiana at the age of 15, which would 
prove his way out of the projects. “I woke up there and heard birds singing, and I knew I was in a different land altogether; I 
was accustomed to waking up to gunshots.”

Yet his mother died a month after he joined Culver, and then weeks after that he returned home to find his father and four 
brothers had left. He has not seen them in the 22 years since. “My life since that was not good. I was drinking a lot and in 
constant distress and pain,” he said.

After high school, college and then graduate school he worked as a substitute teacher and then taught at-risk youth in the 
criminal justice system.

Less than a year ago his art career took an “upward swing,” when he started painting about issues from his upbringing and 
his family history and he could give up his day job. “I find making art now thrilling. It used to feel like a job, but now it feels fun 
and challenging.”

He added: “The whole thing about the buzz is surreal. It feels like I’m getting a gain in my life that is equivalent to all I have lost 
in my life. I’ve lost my entire family, my sense of belonging. Now I feel God is giving it to me back tenfold.”

Past/Present opened in Pace London, the UK arm of one of New York’s most prestigious galleries, on Friday.


