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Artist Peter Schlesinger in his Manhattan studio.

Peter Schlesinger video calls from his studio in Manhattan’s Flatiron district. The
building dates from the 1910s, and the place where he’s sitting used to be a girdle
factory—making the kind of underwear that hoists recalcitrant flesh into shape.
Since 1979, however, when Schlesinger and his partner, the photographer Eric
Boman, bought a whole floor of the building for a knock-down price, there’s been
a less painful kind of smoothing and sculpting. Half of the 4000-square-foot space
is their home; the other half is Schlesinger’s studio, where he makes ceramic
sculptures that have a timeless quality: elegant, idiosyncratic, infused with art
history, but carrying it lightly.

Schlesinger works mainly alone, without music on, keeping regular office hours.
He enjoys a drink to unwind in the evening, but not while working the clay. His
studio has northern light, “but there’s a building opposite—if the sun’s out it
reflects off the building and into my studio so it’s quite good light. In the winter it
gets a little dull.” He points his camera out of the window to illustrate—opposite
is another handsome former factory in the Garment District.

Schlesinger—who is also a photographer—describes himself as a “medium
prolific” sculptor whose output increased during lockdown, mainly due to the
lack of distractions. He handcrafts his ceramics: “they take a long time to build,
they’re a little slow at the moment because they got bigger. If you use a wheel
that’s much quicker. I like the slow process of it.”

A selection of work made in the past two years is now on show at David Lewis
gallery in New York. Four pieces are shaped like trees; the other eight are vessels,
just under a meter—the largest size his kiln can take. “I like the references to the
language of ceramics,” Schlesinger says of his pieces. “There’s a language to a
vessel that is figurative, they’re called feet and neck and body, and I like the
endless variation, the way you can play with different proportions and the
different elements and civilizations that have used it.”

Have any particular civilizations inspired this show? “I surf through them all, I
think,” Schlesinger replies.

Surfing is an apt word, given that Schlesinger will be forever associated with
California, even though he left the West Coast over half a century ago. He was
born in Encino, in the San Fernando Valley. In 1966, at 18, he took a summer
drawing class at UCLA. The teacher was the then-emerging British artist David
Hockney; he and Schlesinger became lovers.

The tanned, floppy-haired Schlesinger became Hockney’s favorite subject—
emerging naked from the water in “Peter Getting Out of Nick’s Pool;” staring off a
balcony in sheer white pants in “Sur La Terrasse,” and fully clothed poolside,
looking down at a swimmer thought to be Boman, in “Portrait of an Artist (Pool
with Two Figures).” This last painting, from 1972, sold for $90.3 million at
auction in 2018, a remarkable event that had little impact on its subject. “It’s not
about me,” Schlesinger shrugs. “It’s so long ago, it’s like a different person.”

Schlesinger trained as a painter, studying at The Slade in London after he
relocated to the U.K. with Hockney in 1968. However, he says, he turned to
ceramics as “I think I didn’t like paint, the actual oil paint. I hated cleaning the
brushes.” These days, sculpture is a two-stage—and two-location—process. The
making happens in Manhattan, and then each summer he and Boman load up a
station wagon with sculptures and take them to their other home and studio, in
Bellport, Long Island, to be fired and glazed. “It takes two or three trips to get the
stuff out there,” Schlesinger says. “We stay for five months or something. Our
Manhattan apartment is not air-conditioned, so it’s pretty miserable in the
summer.”

The Manhattan studio also houses Schlesinger’s photographic archive. He shows
me a cupboard full of bound albums embossed with the relevant dates. It has
yielded two wonderful books; “Checkered Past,” a “visual diary” of the ‘60s and
‘70s, and “A Photographic Memory,” which collects material from 1968 to 1989.
The beautifully colored and composed images reveal golden years of socializing,
in locations ranging from Fire Island in the late ‘70s to the Belle Époque villa in
the South of France where the Rolling Stones recorded Exile on Main Street with a
crowd that included Cecil Beaton, Manolo Blahnik, Celia Birtwell, Ossie Clark,
and of course Hockney.

Looking at these photos, you yearn for the years of carefree travel and hanging
out, not just pre-Covid but pre-smartphone; these days, everything would have
been splashed all over Instagram. “It was also nice to experience things firsthand
then, going to museums and stuff,” Schlesinger notes—rather than through one’s
device.

These days Schlesinger is on Instagram himself. “I’m not obsessed with it, I try to
make it not personal; some people show too many pictures of children and food.
But I’ve learned a lot about artists I never heard of or ceramics I’ve never seen.
And architecture.”

Schlesinger also loves films, watching old ones to relax after work. So has he
watched A Bigger Splash, the semi-improvised, experimental 1974 film which
charted the breakdown of his relationship with Hockney? “I last watched it when
it came out,” Schlesinger says. “I don’t enjoy watching myself. I’ve heard people
say it’s held up as a movie, but you can’t be objective—seeing myself looking silly
or stupid or whatever.”

Looking glamorous and handsome, you mean.

“Well, I can’t say that about myself,” Schlesinger demurs. He says that when the
film was reissued in 2017, the director Jack Hazan traveled to Long Island to see
him for the first time in 40 years. “It was quite wonderful to see him again.” It’s
debatable whether Hockney would have given him such a warm reception—
when the film came out, he was so horrified that he offered Mazar $20,000 to
have it destroyed. “I don’t remember David’s reaction because I wasn’t around,”
Schlesinger says.

He and Hockney are no longer in touch. I tell him that Hockney sent me a few e-
mails a couple of years ago, upset that the newspaper I work for would not
publish a piece he had written about the relationship between smoking (of which
Hockney is a passionate advocate) and Covid. “I’ve never had a cigarette in my
life,” Schlesinger says. “I hate smoke. And it’s so boring talking about it.”

Instead, he’s being as health conscious as he possibly can in these never-ending
days of the pandemic. For his show, for instance, “we’re going to have an opening,
but in the gallery space people will have to have their masks on and there’ll be a
little room dedicated for people who want to drink with their masks off. But I
won’t go in there,” Schlesigner says. “I don’t want to be around people with their
masks off.”

It’s a far cry from the poolside frolics and drunken lunches captured in his books,
but times change. These days, Schlesinger says he is barely going out. “Even with
masks on it makes me really nervous,” he admits. “And then you don’t enjoy it
anyway as you’re so nervous.” Better to stay in his studio, gazing north, and
working the clay with his hands.
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Schlesinger’s studio space.
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Schlesinger at work in his studio.

Schlesinger starts prepping a new piece in his
studio. Photograph by Nicholas Calcott.

Schlesinger’s pottery supplies. Photograph by
Nicholas Calcott.

ADVERTISEMENT

Schlesinger’s work on display at David Lewis Gallery in New York City. Photograph courtesy of David Lewis Gallery.
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A look inside Schlesinger’s A Photographic Memory 1968-1989,
published in 2015.

Schlesinger’s A Photographic Memory 1968-
1989, published in 2015.

A photograph by Schlesinger via A Photographic
Memory 1968-1989, published in 2015.

A photograph by Schlesinger via A Photographic
Memory 1968-1989, published in 2015.

A photograph by Schlesinger via A Photographic
Memory 1968-1989, published in 2015.
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Deana Lawson, ‘Hair Advertisement,’ 2005. Courtesy the artist; Sikkema Jenkins & Co., New York; and David
Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles. © Deana Lawson.

For the first time in what feels like ages, there are simply too many options when
it comes to a day (or night) of taking in art. The Whitney and Venice biennials are
back at long last, and in May all eyes will be on the newly minted New York Art
Week, followed by the Frieze art fair. Between all that and the resurgence of
gallery openings and blockbuster exhibitions all over the world, it’s hard to know
where to begin. Here, a guide to all the goings-on you’d do well not to miss this
spring.

Louise Bourgeois was studying painting in 1930s-era Paris when one of her
teachers—none other than Fernand Léger—suggested that she take things three-
dimensional. She didn’t do so immediately, and the canvases she made in the
years that followed are getting their due in an unprecedented survey that opens
April 12 at the Met.

On April 12, at David Zwirner’s London location, American abstractionist Susan
Frecon debuts a new series of oil paintings and works on paper that continue her
investigation into color as something to be experienced rather than looked at. In
an upstairs space, “Drawn to Remember,” the Indian artist Mahesh Baliga’s first
solo exhibition outside of his home country, features slightly surreal, semi-
autobiographical paintings of figures in seemingly quotidian situations that feel
emotionally supercharged. Their small scale (the artist refers to them as “lap-
sized”) invites close viewing and contemplation.

Deana Lawson’s intimate portraits of Black life are somehow both stark and lush,
personal and stunningly universal. The first museum survey of the 43-year-old
artist’s work, on view at MoMA PS1 from April 14 to September 5, features 50
photographs taken over the past 18 years, including images from her family
album, as well as studio and documentary pictures. Anyone who has ever caught
themselves staring at the album art for Blood Orange’s Freetown Sound (Lawson’s
“Binky and Tony Forever”, 2009) will be delighted to step into her world.

Westbeth, a building in New York’s Greenwich Village that was converted into
affordable housing for artists and their families in 1970, has a storied history. It
was the site of Keith Haring’s first solo exhibition, and headquarters for Martha
Graham and Merce Cunningham’s dance companies. From April 21 to May 27, in
the still-thriving colony’s gallery space, the roving curatorial outfit Bungalow is
holding a punchy group show that will showcase work by contemporary artists
alongside that of former Westbeth residents. Also part of the dynamic mix: a
selection of design pieces, including ceramics and decor.
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Louise Bourgeois at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art

Photo by Alex Van Gelder
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Suzan Frecon and Mahesh Baliga at
David Zwirner London

Suzan Frecon, vermilion mummy, 2020.
© Suzan Frecon. Courtesy the artist and David Zwirner
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Deana Lawson at MoMA PS1

Deana Lawson, Roxie and Raquel, New Orleans, Louisiana, 2010.
Courtesy of MoMA PS1
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Bungalow at Westbeth Gallery
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The Museum of Modern Art is putting Henri Matisse’s The Red Studio (1911) front
and center in an exhibition of the same title opening May 1. For the first time
since the artist painted it at his studio in Issy-les-Moulineaux, the canvas will be
reunited with the six paintings, three sculptures, and one ceramic work it
portrays. There will also be photographs and drawings that illuminate the
artwork’s backstory, including the rejection from the patron who commissioned
it.

From May 5-12, the satellite fairs that too often get overlooked during Frieze’s
East Coast edition are stepping into the spotlight with New York Art Week.
Altogether, Independent, NADA, the Future Fair, and TEFAF will feature more
than 350 galleries, and they’re only four of the 23 total founding participants.
Christie’s and Sotheby’s have aligned the dates of their Contemporary Art sale
previews, and institutions such as the Guggenheim, the Studio Museum, the New
Museum, and the Brooklyn Museum are highlighting their current and
upcoming exhibitions. (Make sure to catch the latter’s wide-ranging Warhol
exhibition before June 19.)

Having established himself as instrumental in elevating Los Angeles to an art
world capital, David Kordansky is expanding his focus to the East Coast. His
namesake gallery will officially join the Chelsea scene on May 6, when Lauren
Halsey will inaugurate the space with her first solo exhibition in New York City.
Kordansky has again teamed up with wHY Architecture’s Kulapat Yantrasast, who
was notably behind the gallery’s major L.A. expansion in 2020.

Currently under major renovation to improve its accessibility, the Brooklyn-based
arts and community center Pioneer Works is taking its beloved Supper Club
series on the go. Locations include its neighbors Red Hook Labs and the Brooklyn
Grange, as well as the James Beard House in the East Village. The roster of chefs
that will take charge from April 26 into the fall includes Jen Monroe of Bad Taste
and Tony Ortiz of Chile Con Miel.

Between the action-packed red carpet and the star power, it’s easy to forget that
the Met Gala is technically about the Costume Institute’s annual exhibition. The
2022 edition, which opens May 7, is the second part of a deep dive into American
fashion. This time around, curator Andrew Bolton has enlisted eight directors—
Sofia Coppola, Martin Scorsese, Regina King, Chloé Zhao, Janicza Bravo, Autumn
de Wilde, Tom Ford, and Julie Dash—to complement the nearly 100 garments on
view with cinematic vignettes.

52 Walker, the Tribeca outpost of David Zwirner helmed by Ebony L. Haynes, has
a little something for the homebodies. Send an email to library@52walker.com,
and you’ll receive an application for a library card that will grant you access to a
selection of titles that can be checked out for four weeks at a time. (Others can be
reviewed on-site.) Highlights from the collection include the Kim Gordon
collection Is It My Body? and a wide selection of readers from the artist Kandis
Williams’s publishing imprint Cassandra Press on topics such as reparations,
white saviors, Get Out, and misogynoir.
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Henri Matisse at the MoMA

Henri Matisse, The Red Studio, Issy-les-Moulineaux, fall 1911.
Courtesy of MoMA
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New York Art Week

Courtesy of New York Art Week
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David Kordansky New York

Lauren Halsey photographed by Columbine Goldsmith for ‘W.’
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Pioneer Works Supper Club

Meals by Jennifer Monroe, Juan Cabrera, and Tara Thomas.
Courtesy of Pioneer Works

“In America: An Anthology of
Fashion” at the Met
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Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art

52 Walker Library
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