
64 JUXTAPOZ

RYAN TRAVIS CHRISTIAN

65JUXTAPOZ.COM JANUARY 2013

RYAN TRAVIS CHRISTIAN

64

RYAN TRAVIS 
CHRISTIAN
Interview by GABE SCOTT   //   Portrait by MARCIE OAKES



66 JUXTAPOZ

RYAN TRAVIS CHRISTIAN

67JUXTAPOZ.COM JANUARY 2013

RYAN TRAVIS CHRISTIAN

The magnetism of his work is a veritable rabbit hole of 
concentric hustle and bustle that serves as the vehicle 
which can take you into another dimension, rife with 
black humor, allusions to explicit sexual fantasies and 
some very dark drug trips. These degenerate vignettes 
are not merely part of some twisted cartoon; they are 
part of an alluring and vampish iconography that reflect 
one individual’s experience in his American suburban 
landscape. There is an obsessive graphite rendering 
required to fulfill these desolate, existentialist allegories, 
and this is as much a part of his rhyme and reason as 
the murky narratives which arise from a derelict memory. 
—Gabe Scott

Gabe Scott: Originally from Oakland, California and 
currently living in Warrenville, Illinois, you went to school 
in DeKalb, IL at Northern Illinois University. Talk a little 
about your path from the Bay Area to the Midwest,  
why you planted roots there, and what you really get  
out of living out in the country, 75 miles or so west  
of Chicago.

Ryan Travis Christian: I was born in Walnut Creek, 
California, just outside of Oakland and stayed there 
shortly and then hopped around quite a bit. Down to 
Huntington Beach, then Detroit and finally made it out 
here. That was just by way of my dad getting transferred 
for his job. He sold plastics for machinery for a long time 
and just recently retired. So, we had then moved up to 
a place called Algonquin, Illinois. It’s near Warrenville, 
west of the city. I met my girlfriend, Marcie in Dekalb at 
undergrad, and that’s who I’m still with six years later. 
DeKalb is surrounded by 30 miles of cornfield in every 
direction it seems. The experience of being there lent 
itself to staying in the suburbs and being even more 
removed from the urban environment. I’m not saying 

being out here or DeKalb is better than being in the  
city, but there’s so much more room for distraction. 
There’s a nice quality about being in Warrenville,  
or DeKalb that brings a lot of solitude. You really don’t 
have a lot of choice when it comes to entertaining 
yourself. You can either sit there and work or do nothing, 
which seems to have built up my work ethic quite a bit. 
Marcie bought this house out here and she is also a 
painter. She’s really good. So, we’re here—it’s fucking 
awesome. It’s cheap, there’s a big beautiful river in our 
yard, and we are surrounded by forest preserve.

You were a painting major at NIU, right?

Yeah. I realized about halfway through the program that 
it’s kind of a shit art school. There was this guy Geo!rey 
Todd Smith, and this other guy Ben Stone. They were like 
the only two serious professors there, or maybe serious 
is the wrong word. Everybody else is kind of just tenure 
trapped, lazy as fuck, not up to anything. I realized when 
I was there with nothing to do, that I really needed to step 
my shit up because I’m coming from a school that’s not  
going to get me many opportunities as opposed to art 
institute kids or whatever.

But most of the work you’re doing now is graphite?

Yeah, almost 100%.

Do you feel color could become an integral part of future 
works, or do you feel that it is strongest in the purest 
monochromatic elements of black and white?

I’m not quite sure yet. I’ve just started to tamper with 
color again. It will be interesting to see where it goes,  
if anywhere. So yeah, maybe, but thus far monochrome 

ONE
Ryan has curated shows at 
Double Break in San Diego, 
Fecal Face in San Francisco, 
and POVevolving in  
Los Angeles.

TWO
He likes the word 
"alchemy."

THREE
He currently lives outside 
of Chicago. We hope that is 
his cat in his portrait.

Real Men
Spray paint and graphite  
on paper
11" x 13"
2011

TAPPING INTO RYAN TRAVIS CHRISTIAN’S IMAGINATION FEELS 
AKIN TO FINDING A SECRET LEVEL ON AN OLD VIDEO GAME, OR PERHAPS  
WHAT WOULD APPEAR ON AN OLD BLACK AND WHITE TELEVISION AFTER THE  
END OF REGULAR PROGRAMMING, AFTER THE OLD MAN IS ASLEEP IN HIS  
CHAIR, AFTER THE NATIONAL ANTHEM SIGNALS THE END OF WHAT THE  
TUBE CAN OFFER DURING THE WITCHING HOUR. 
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reigns supreme.

The shading aspect of your work is one of the 
more intriguing aspects. It's particularly unique and 
noteworthy. Is that something that comes more out 
of formal training rather than university? Like older 
chiaroscuro technique? There’s quite a bit of rendering,  
a lot of addition and subtraction. Help me get more of  
a grasp on how that plays itself out in your brain.

The shading part largely doesn’t have much to do with  
formal art history, more of the cartoon aspect of my work.  
I’ve always been super drawn to that stu!, silent cartoons  
and Steamboat Willie. When you look at a lot of the old 
cartoons, they have these beautiful, subtle aspects.  
I’m a lot more heavy handed than that kind of stu!.  
But it’s definitely where that kind of inspiration comes 
from. The Looney Tunes cartoons, you know, the intros 
with those concentric circles and their soft fades.

Is there anything you believe your art has to have to 
feel complete or to be viewed as unequivocally yours? 
Humor? Sex? Skepticism? 

Those are integral parts to a lot of classic RTC joints,  
but no, I think the style makes any and all content in  
an image “unequivocally’’ mine.

Your work obviously has a lot of concentric activity.  
Is this a big part of where that fascination comes from?

As far as the more optical side of it, that comes from a 
more 1980s pop. I’m super into cartoons from that era, 
the ’80s pop culture in general. Those kind of devices, 
and patterns have been around for ages. They grab 
your eye. It’s like when someone flips a TV screen on 
in the corner of the room, most people will kind of look 
at it. That was the initial reason I would use concentric 
patterns. It would automatically grab you and then you 
could go deeper and look into the di!erent layers and 
see other things that are going on. It’s a formal or basic 
kind of buzz or static e!ect that it gives you. I’m into that. 
I don’t like the idea of being described, as some people 
will say, “Oh, that’s trippy,” or whatever. That’s cool,  
but I’m not going for being a psychedelic artist or 
anything like that.

I don’t think it feels that way. It does feel like there is a 
firm appreciation of formalist principles, but that you’re 
also pretty good with improvisation. I think you’re very 
good at taking those basic principles and then twisting or 
warping them into a di!erent field or ‘’pseudo’’ tapestry.

The patterns are more for sensation, in order to draw 
you in and encourage investigation of actual content. 
The more loose and expressive stu! is reserved more 
for content. Also, a huge thing for me is, I saw this when 
I was young, long before I could appreciate it really—
Forbidden Zone—are you familiar with that?

I don’t think so.

I have half brothers and a half sister that have always 
lived in LA. In the ’80s one of my brothers would show 
me a lot of music, and I was crazy about Oingo Boingo. 
And then he showed me Forbidden Zone, which was 
this movie that Danny Elfman worked on in 1980, I think. 
I couldn’t quite appreciate it properly like I can now, but 
it was so fucking striking to me. It’s this kind of fusion of 
’80s pop material. Danny Elfman plays this black-faced 
pimp named Huckleberry Jones who gets sucked into 
an alternate dimension called “The Forbidden Zone.” 
They utilize a lot of stop motion animation, composite 
animation, then add some weird pop music. So, I probably  
saw that in ’89 and was kind of just like, “what the fuck?”  
Then I came back to it, like ten years later, and remembered 
what a striking experience it was, not just visually, but the 
whole attitude. It’s silly and sexy with implied violence 
and dark humor.

When looking at your work, I feel like there is so much 
implied, a lot of room to create di!erent dialogues 
and narratives. There are a lot of non-linear, open 
ended equations and dimensions that o!er a wealth 
of possibilities for the viewer. After viewing snippets 
of the Elfman movie and sensing inspiration from the 
silent animation era of Otto Mesmer, Felix The Cat and 
Steamboat Willie, it suddenly seems to really break 
through. It all makes perfect sense.

Yeah, it’s these stylistic sensibilities that I’m just naturally 
drawn to.

We Can Do It Faster Than 
You Can
Graphite on paper
22" x 30"
2012

I DON’T LIKE THE IDEA OF  
BEING DESCRIBED, AS SOME PEOPLE WILL SAY,  

“OH, THAT’S TRIPPY,” OR WHATEVER.
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previous spread
Sacagahontas and Toby 
Come Upon an Orchard
Graphite, gouache, and gel 
on paper
15" x 10.75"
2011

Gay
Graphite and charcoal  
on paper
11" x 9"
2012

When did you realize your interest in all of those things 
and begin to tie them all together?

I’ve always been into the cartoons since I was little— 
I’d watch those over the more high-tech cartoons of 
the time, say on Nickelodeon for example. I was born 
in 1983, so it wasn’t quite into like, all this computerized 
rendering shit they have now. Everything was still 
animated, but I always liked the 1930s stu!. It always 
seemed much more gritty, and like it took a lot of work. 
They’re really lovely in their composition and stu! like 
that. They also weren’t trying to be PC or anything; 
there are a lot of weird allusions and stu! to interpret. 
As time goes on, I’ve been able to contemplate them in 
a more sophisticated manner which has increased my 
appreciation. I’ve always been inspired by them, but  
I wasted so much time as a teen just fucking around.  
I never really took that inspiration and started making 
things using that as a platform up until around four years 
ago. Even when I was in school I was into that stu!;  
I was a serious student in that I worked hard, but I wasn’t 
necessarily ‘thinking’ about myself or what I was making. 
I was much more concerned about finger bangin’ and 
stu! like that. 

If you didn’t grow up around a lot of ’80s pop culture or 

its influences, when would you liked to have lived and 
what influence do you think that time period might  
have on your work? 

Oh God, that’s a tough one, maybe medieval times.  
I like the idea of all those orgies, and massive wars and 
science being bare bones. I probably would be drawing 
with mud and nursing some horrible infections. My art 
career would end in my old age of twenty something 
from some sword impaling administered by a filthy 
Nordic gentleman. 

How did you decide to move into doing some curatorial 
work also?

I used to look at things like Fecal Face all the time and 
I feel like places get skipped or passed over. I used to 
look at stu! by Jason Jägel and Andrew Schoultz,  
and think that it was a bummer that it was not coming 
to Chicago. So, I hit Fecal Face up to see if I could 
expose some Chicago stu! and, by way of that, met a 
lot of the people I was into out on the coast. From there 
it kind of snowballed and I figured out ways to make 
things happen here with people out there, and vice 
versa. It helped relocate a lot of stu!. I viewed making 
contributions to the website like I was curating, in the 

sense that I was presenting what I like, as opposed to 
some kind of conceptual sense. That was a key thing 
as far as networking for me. But now it’s kind of how 
I curate, not so conceptually, more socially. It really is 
more of a social practice. I do have some conceptual 
ideas too, but the social practice is more common.

I think that is a really good way to explain what a big  
part of curation really is. I don’t feel curation has to be 
centered around a complex theme or a conceptual goal. 
Certainly I respect and appreciate that side of it also,  
but I don’t feel the practice itself should be restricted  
to a conceptual focus in order to be legitimized within 
the art world. 

There are so many rules that seem to exist in respect to 
that within the art world. I think a lot of that is bullshit.  
I am more interested in building a good network of 
people that I want to work with and let it grow from 
there. I’ve been able to make friends with a lot of people 
who, in the past, I just admired. That’s the best part about 
it. The fact that I can just do all this full time, and make  
a living o! of it, with the people I’ve met, is so amazing.

The current curatorial project you have rolling called 
Where My Cones At? was recently exhibited in San Diego, 

and now it will be moving on to Los Angeles, right?

Yeah, Double Break in San Diego and POVevolving  
in LA. It’s a little spot down in Chinatown and they’re 
reopening to do this show. The title is a reference to 
cones and rods in your eyeballs, and all the work is 
black, white and greyscale. A few people botched that 
rule, but it’s all good, kind of a massive, evolving salon 
style with mostly small scale pieces. Again, most of it  
is friends of mine, people I admire, or friends of friends 
that have made nice work. It’s going to hop around to 
four or five cities and it will evolve as it moves around. 
Between this last iteration, the line up has changed 
significantly. We’re still deciding on the next few locations.  
There are lots of potential spots, but nothing locked 
in yet. It’s great too because most artists don’t work 
exclusively in black and white like I do, so it’s been 
really cool to see a lot of artists that are super color 
based trying to tackle pieces with the black-and-white 
guideline. There have been some really interesting 
things coming from people who lean on color. I didn’t 
realize it until we kind of laid everything out and saw that 
people were doing a lot of weird experimental stu!. 

Your October 2012 solo show at Guerrero Gallery was 
entitled The Second Banana. Where does that reference 

Optical Illusion #3
Graphite on paper
22" x 15"
2011
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I LIKE THE IDEA OF ALL THOSE ORGIES,  
AND MASSIVE WARS AND SCIENCE BEING BARE BONES.

come from, and was there an initial banana that preceded it? 

The second banana is defined as a person who serves 
in a supporting, secondary, or subsidiary capacity, 
an assistant. Or a comedian who plays a secondary 
or supporting role, especially as straight man, and 
traditionally in vaudeville or burlesque theatre. In the 
show I’m putting a spotlight on some di!erent kind of 
supporting elements in my studio practice. Since drawing 
has always been the main attraction, I figured it would be 
exciting to toy around with installation and sculpture and 
even painting (which I despise). These new directions 
are “The Second Banana.”

You are preparing for your first museum show in 
February 2013 at CAM Raleigh in North Carolina.  
What are your plans for that? Has the museum’s curator 
given you any guidelines to follow, or are you given  
free reign with your content and exhibition design?

It’s pretty free reign except for the fact that I have to 
exclude any kind of drug or explicit sexual content. 
It’s going to have to be a little more PG-13 instead of 
R-rated. I can still show tits and what have you, but it’s in 
the South, and it’s funded by a lot of more conservative 
folks, and I think they don’t really want to have that sort 
of element.

Have you spent any time down there? Do you think 
you’ve got a feel for the audience?

Yeah, I went down there earlier to see Jose Lerma’s 
exhibition and to get a sense of the space. Something 
about floor plans never really does it for me. I wanted 
to see it, as I’m taking this more seriously than anything 
else so far. The show will be called Well, Here We Aren’t 
Again. For the first time, I’ll be showing a video piece. 
They have a really nice theatre that is right o! of the 
gallery space where I will be showing. In terms of things 
I’ve already been doing, I’ll just be blowing some things 
up scale-wise. I’m intending on doing a sixty by ten foot 
drawing on a sixty-two by twelve foot wall—it’s going to 
be a monster. I’m messing around with some sculptural 
work which I just showed at Halsey-McKay Gallery in 
the Hamptons. I will expand on that some, but this show 
should be pretty di!erent than most other things I’ve 

done. I’m still going to be drawing and using installation 
components, but this will be a turning point or a place to 
jump o! into a new body of work. 

It seems you have allowed methods of presentation for 
your work to evolve quite a bit, with your installations 
becoming more sophisticated, progressive and all 
encompassing. Does some of this have to do with having 
some curatorial experience now too? After you have 
completed a body of work for a specific venue, what is 
your process for diagramming your complete, three-
dimensional experience? 

Curatorially speaking, I’d say no, not really. Maybe slightly,  
in terms of thinking about how to present another 
person’s work, but I also treat that di!erently in my mind 
since it is another person’s work. The shows have been 
coming together like the drawings do. It’s a responsive 
process: start doing something, see what starts to emerge 
and respond. So I’m usually slightly in the dark when 
an install begins. However I will be making a mockup of 
CAM Raleigh to scale, so that will be my most schemed, 
thought out, and hopefully, articulate show to date.

Ryan Travis Christian will be opening an  
exhibition at CAM Raleigh on February 22, 2012.  
Visit CamRaleigh.org for more information.
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V Day (used)
Graphite, gouache, and 
colored pencil on paper
13 "/#" x 10 $/%"
2011

2 lines
top body


