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Heather Jones, “Interview: Mark van Yetter”, Kunsthall Stavanger, February 17, 2016. 

February 17, 2016 

Interview: Mark van Yetter 

                                                                                                                                                        
 By Heather Jones | Interviews 

American artist Mark van Yetter's work The Mere Knowledge of a Fact is Pale is on view at Kunsthall Stavanger 
through April 10, 2016. In this single work stretching across two galleries, the artist, now based in Berlin, has 
depicted a seamless memory map of his home town in the Poconos, a mountain range in the Northeastern United 
States. Below, van Yetter further describes his process in creating this work as well as his influences and relation 
to various art historical lineages. 
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Image courtesy of VI,VII, Oslo. 

At first glance, your work straddles many genres – painting, illustration, sequential story-telling, and it seems 
like a variety of mark-making techniques are employed. Do you consider your work in specific relation to any 
one lineage?  

I do not think I build off any certain lineage.  I look at lots of different things and one way or another certain influences 
seep in.  My approach is generally intuitive and hands on.  I try not to over-think things. 

Mark van Yetter, Meek Commandments. Image courtesy of VI,VII, Oslo. 

For the works in long, scroll format that you are presenting at Kunsthall Stavanger, you mentioned that they 
were too large to fully unroll in your studio. Can you describe your process for creating these works? Are they 
carefully planned or do you let the works evolve as they unroll? 

I had a basic idea to start with. Often those are the best. In a nutshell it was to create a long scroll depicting the 
landscape that I grew up with. One that I am intimately familiar with but have not lived in for a very long while. I have 
actually spent more than a decade away from America. But my roots are there, in the Pocono Mountains, Pennsylvania 
an hour and a half drive to New York City. In regards to the previous question, this work I can trace to certain 
influences. The American social realists were clearly on my mind but I would be scared to say it is in their lineage as I 
believe the terms of that chapter in art history expired quite some time ago. I also clearly recall a series of drawings by 
Robert Crumb that depict an American landscape. Each drawing in this series depicts the same landscape at different 
periods of time. You see the view changing from the country side to the modern city. This series is titled "A short 
history of America" and was presented as an animation in the documentary "Crumb" which I saw at the cinemas in 
New York City when I was 16 years old. It made a very profound influence on me as I remembered the animation quite 
clearly 20 years later. At that point I had no idea about traditional American Blues and Folk music. I did not discover 
this music through the film at that point, perhaps I was too young to register it or perhaps the film soundtrack catered 
more to ragtime piano and prewar jazz which Crumb is fanatic about in addition to his obsession with the blues. It was 
a few years later when I was around 20 years old that I first heard Harry Smith's “Anthology of American folk music” 
and that was a turning point in my life. This music, in a way that is very difficult to describe, was also a huge influence 
on the scroll I present at Stavenger Kunsthall. The early blues and folk music touch me in a profound way. They go to 
my bones. When I look at contemporary art I am less affected. It could be that this music is not overtly concerned with 
the cerebral. It is intelligent but it is also emotional and most certainly it is untainted by commercialism. I think that's 
what I am hoping for in my work. A certain sincerity and truth. I don't think my work successful if it requires to be 
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explained to be understood. That's perhaps why I originally skated around the question of my relation to any one 
lineage in art.  I am not necessarily trying to fit into contemporary art.  I think art exists in so many forms and it seems 
strange that artists are expected to be original yet they stick firmly to certain codes. It's as if there are rules that 
everyone is denying exist, but fulfill them nevertheless. For example after my studies at art school I moved back in the 
area I grew up and painted landscapes for 2 years. You could imagine the response from the art world I left behind in 
New York.   

As far as the process for creating this work goes it was simply hands on. I started and just moved forward. It is installed 
like a scroll but actually it is made on separate sheets of paper 40 by 60 cm each that connect to one another. I have a 
2.5 meter wall to work on in my room so I could set up 4 pages on the wall at a time. After finishing the plate furthest 
to the left I would remove it from the wall and move the other three plates left and add a forth to the right and I 
continued in this manner. Sketching out the work with oil paint then filling in details. I used no source material only my 
head, this kept it fun to work on. I also used no pens or anything else but black and white paint and a few brushes.  
What I regret most is that it is not one long continuous roll of paper. It could have been as I did not discard any sheet of 
paper and restart. It was done intuitively and executed directly, simply planning the next element on the spot as it came 
to mind.  

Mark van Yetter, The mere knowledge of a fact is pale, 2016. Installation view,  
Kunsthall Stavanger. Photo: Maya Økland. 

Your use of the scroll as a format here is interesting – many of your previous works seem to be more straight-
forwardly contained by the picture plane / the edges of the canvas or frame. Has working with the scroll as a 
format changed your process or thinking around the work in any way? 

No it has not really changed my way of thinking about my work too much. It was fun to keep going without an edge to 
stop it. Reminded me of Stan Brakhage who thought of his films as one continuous never ending work. I think, if I 
remember correct, that he never discarded any film that he shot. But I like to have a contained space to work on. It’s a 
very exciting thing to have to construct a composition to see what those delineations can command of the elements, the 
space you create in it. I’m not sure if I would make a scroll again. Maybe. I would need another simple idea to carry me 
through it, one that seemed worth it.  
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   Mark van Yetter, The mere knowledge of a fact is pale, (detail), 2016. Photo: Maya Økland. 

Can you discuss your choice for subjects/objects in this work? They seem to be figures depicted in familiar 
landscapes and social situations, but more seems to be presented here than what immediately meets the eye.  

Well it is hard to say what the subject is. I hope that is something that people can relate to in their own way. What meets 
the eye meets the brain and each brain must have a wealth of associations that I could only hope to dream of.   
 

     
      
     Mark van Yetter, Meek Commandments, installation view.  
      Image courtesy of VI,VII, Oslo. 
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In an earlier interview, you were quoted as saying something that stuck with me: you said, “honoring the 
intrinsic human quality of imperfection grants painting credence.” Can you elaborate on that statement? Would 
you describe your works as purposefully imperfect? Or perfect in their imperfection? 

Interesting question. I guess that it is hard to say that something is perfect. I would be frighten to death if I was to 
encounter perfection and am quite certain no one has been afforded such an opportunity. By this I meant that people 
often strive for perfection and in doing so miss the whole beauty of things. They miss the big picture. There is no rule 
for perfection and likewise it is not about breaking rules. I could think of countless examples but as I touched on the 
blues I would like to reiterate with another example. A blues singer singing a song with true feeling would not be 
concerned with the strain of his voice tilting out of key as he would be singing with an emotional drive. A person that 
studied music could easily make the mistake to try and resign the song in perfect key. Perhaps because their idea of 
perfection is set by a system of rules that may not actually exist. This all gets very theoretical. It is actually the point 
where emotions and intellect cross. Art is not purely an intellectual thing it is a human endeavor and must come from 
all facets of the human condition.   

Can you tell us about any current projects or upcoming exhibitions? 

Currently I am thinking of a new series of works but have yet to begin. This is still a thinking stage. The next series will 
will presented in New York in November at a great new gallery called Bridget Donahue.  
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Checking Out “Dismal Plight” at Cleopatra’s 
By Tobias Carroll On June 6, 2014  

Do I like visual art? I do. What about sequential narratives? Those, too. This is probably why I so enjoyed  Dismal Plight, which features 
work from Jonas Lipps and Mark van Yetter. It’s currently on view at the Greenpoint gallery Cleopatra’s through June 8th. The gallery refers 
to it as “[a] series of etching and linoleum prints loosely employ the format of a comic book as a means to create a narrative” — and that’s a 
pretty spot-on description. 

The show involves solo work from Lipps and van Yetter, but the sequential works that the two made in collaboration sit at the heart of it. 
They hang there, brightly colored, laying out a fragmented, dreamlike story. Maybe the dream of a story? There does seem to be an 
underlying logic; actually putting that into words isn’t quite as easy. But it’s definitely worth your time. 
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Howie Chen,“Mark van Yetter: Getting the Picture”, Howie Chen Archive, 2009.  
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Michael Wilson, “Mark Van Yetter and Matt Hoyt: Dispatch”, Artforum, Summer 2008, Vol. 46, No. 10, 443-444. 
 

 

Artforum / Summer 2008 

Mark Van Yetter and Matt Hoyt 
DISPATCH      
        Image: Matt Hoyt, Untitled, 1998–2008 

Dispatch, a small Chinatown gallery established in 2007 by regular collaborators Howie Chen and Gabrielle Giattino, presents itself with 
formidable seriousness: “Dispatch offers a model for curatorial production: an office for receiving and originating exhibitions, projects, and 
concepts treated as time-sensitive transmissions. The activities of Dispatch refl ect the independent ability to mobilize with tactical urgency, 
editorial decisiveness, and critical rigor.” That Dispatch’s most recent “time-sensitive transmission” was one of the quietest little exhibitions 
imaginable, intriguing and alienating in pretty much equal measure, makes the self-conscious institutional rhetoric—tongue-in-cheek or 
not—seem all the more unnecessary. Artists Mark Van Yetter and Matt Hoyt seem to appreciate that showing a few modest works, made by 
well-established means, is a complex enough undertaking on its own. 

Yetter and Hoyt are both graduates of the School of Visual Arts, and also share anaesthetic modesty that Dispatch’s press release is at pains 
to contextualize as consciously oppositional to contemporaneous high-production-value art. The impression the show gives is, however, less 
one of critical responsiveness than of something close to timelessness, a retreat into semiprivate obsession rather than an overt refusal of a 
prevailing trend. In any case, we have recently seen the emergence of an opposing tendency: See the New Museum of Contemporary Art’s 
recent “Unmonumental” and the current Whitney Biennial’s concentration on “lessness” for starters.) On the evidence of this outing, 
teasingly dubbed “Escalator to Common Art,” Yetter’s practice is a rather scattershot affair, while Hoyt’s revolves around an almost Zen-like 
introspective focus. What seems to bind the two artists together is an attraction to the anachronistic and opaque, an interest in making 
objects and images that pull away from the here and now. 

In this exhibition, the Pennsylvania- and Istanbul-based Yetter showed three paintings and three mixed-media works in which various 
influences, from dada to German Expressionism, are discernable but muddied, and any kind of consistency continually gives way to a 
discomfiting restlessness. No two works share the same format, media, or subject. Bourgeois, 2008, an oil painting on wood, depicts a 
sketchy pastoral scene populated by two languid fi gures. Yetter allows the grain of the wood-panel support to suggest surreal 
embellishments, one surface swirl becoming the incongruous form of a leaping dolphin. Portrait of Jonas Lipps as Young Man, 2001, is a 
scrappy head-and-shoulders study of the young German artist in a medium—watercolor on paper—often used by the subject in his own 
work. Untitled, 2008, a collage of fragmented classical fi gures sandwiched between a wall and an oversize sheet of glass, seems to represent 
yet another disorienting change of pace. 
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If Yetter’s work tends toward obscurity, Hoyt’s is a little easier to parse (though his admission that “the pieces are never the execution of a 
technique nor the expression of any clear and logical idea or concept” seems less than encouraging). Apparently, the New York–based 
artist’s Untitled, 1998–2008—a pair of grubby painted wooden shelves bearing an unprepossessing selection of mostly tiny sculptures—
represents ten years of work. But what might seem at first like a glacial work rate comes to seem at least partially explicable as one learns 
more about the artist’s process of thinking and making. Though the bits and pieces on display are mostly abstract (what appears to be a rat’s 
head on the end of a length of wire is one notable exception), and insubstantial (a shell-like wood carving on the upper shelf is the only 
component that might conceivably hurt one’s toe were it to fall on it), many are also variations on formal themes—several look like bones, 
for example; others resemble machine parts—or perfected versions of some privately imagined ideal form. Apparent manifestations of a 
childlike fetishism, Hoyt’s sculptures resonate precisely because they seem at first so inconsequential, their individual significance seeming 
to hover just out of reach. 

Image: Matt Hoyt, Untitled, 1998–2008 

  

 


