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Born and raised in California, New York-
based artist Aaron Young is one of the

hottest contemporary artists working
today. His surfing background and

interest in subcultures are clearly reflected
in his work. He juxtaposes masculinity with
a more fragile and aesthetically pleasing
side of things. In 2007, his work Greeting
Card made everyone’s jaw drop. Panels
were laid out on the floor before a team of
bikers performed burnouts on its surface,
gradually descending through the different
layers of paint. Young’s burnout series are
a collection of raw, yet inherently sophis-
ticated and minimal pieces of art. We had
a talk with him during his second solo
exhibition at Kukje Gallery in Seoul.
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You were born and raised in the

Bay Area, What was growing

up for you like?
| was born in San Francisco and then
grew up in Carmel, about two hours
below San Francisco. Where | grew up is
like a dream. We would be at the beach
in the morning and then we'd surf for an
hour and go to school. My friends and |
were very athletic and competitive. Who
was the best surfer? Who was the best
athlete? Who had the fastest car? You
see it through a lot of my work. It deals
with cbsessive compatition,

You attended Yale University
with Eric Shiner, who is the
director of the Andy Warhaol
Museum. In college, he used to
work for an arts magazine and
he published your photo of the
Yale soccer team.
Before going to Yale, | had never been
to a university that actually had sports
teams. So | thought | weould love to do
something with the Yale soccer team.
The picture it called Freeform Dome. At
that time, | was into Buckminster Fuller
and his counterculture ideas, especially
known for popularizing the geodesic
dome. So | shot this photograph where |
positioned the Yale soccer team on three
levels of a geodesic dome and | had them
all spitting blue Gatorade in parabolic
streams. A lot of my work is quilt work;
it takes from a lot of different things and
then patches it together.
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After that, you moved to New

York. You had interesting

neighbors like Ryan McGinley,

Dan Colen, Nate Lowman,

Dash Snow, ete. Fun times?
They were aven more than just neighbors,
We all used to sleep in the same bed to-
gether at points, There was always one of
us homeless. It was a really fruitful time
of creativity, because we were always
bouncing ideas off each other. You are in
their presence so much and you're also
going through a dramatic amount of new
experiences that you're taking on as an in-
dividual and as an artist now. Wa formed
really strong bonds during this time and
you get into some crazy shit, too,

This is your second solo exhibi-

tion, called Locals. Tell us more

about it.
It is something that | would write on dif-
ferent surf spots. Locals is about peop-
le coming together under a same bond
and defending the same kind of beliefs
or territory. | have always worked with
these kinds of systems that are ‘out in the
straet’. They are little institutions and eli-
ques of their own, like motoreycle riders,
skateboarders or guys who are into mu-
scle cars. With the pieces, they all revol-
ve araund that. The motorcycle piece is
like marking a territory. All of the lines in
the artwork are elegantly done, but the
result is extremely raw and primal. | like
that collision of something beautiful and
minimal on the wall.

Do you want to be part of these

subcultures?
I'm a loner. | could have been one of tho-
se soccer players for sure. Or | would
have loved to be a Hell's Angel, but |
don't think I'm tough enough to be one.
| also practiced to become a pro skate-
boarder, but | didn't end up being that.
Living carelessly through it gave me the
distance to be able to see what gave
people ambition to do so. | research the-
se things and | get obsessed with it. With
all of the art history | know and the re-
search I've done, I'm interested in fusing
these things.

Do you have a motorcyele/car?

| have a station wagon.

Mot as tough as | thought...
| have a 2013 black Mercedes-Banz stati-
on wagon, thank you very much, [laughs]
It's weird because everybody wants me
to ride a motoreycle. Since | make work
with matorcyeles, people assume | ride a
Harley on the weekends.

When looking at your work, it
seems like you're interested in
the flaws of ‘America today’.
For example, the Tragic Girls
series depict troubled Holly-
wood starlets like Heidi Mon-
tag and Lindsay Lohan. Why iz
this so prominent in your work?
There's no way that it possibly can't be.
Those ‘tragic girls' are like the stars in the
American Flag. They are representative
of America. This is what pecple obsess
over. This is what America has become
after the sensation of O.J. Simpson. It
was downhill from there and now we're
in social media so you're drowning in it.
| think with any of these, what you could
call, very critical things that are happe-
ning in America, there are good things
about them, and bad things as well. |
don't necessarily balieve that those two
sides equal each other. Everything has
its context and you have to spread it out
on a large platform and examine it from
every different lens, every perspective.
| think that media in America looks at
things with a single lans and they tease
out the things that are going to generate
cash.

Could you tell us more about

the wrecking balls in Murano

glass?
That is symbolic of America, because
they come in with a huge amount of
force that really damages. | think it's a
very aggressive object known to pulve-
rize the past and start anew, Sometimes,
you need to destroy in order to create. |
erush a lot of things in my artwork and
there's that metaphor that runs through
it. But I'm also plating things; putting so-
mewhat of a luxurious platina over a total
destruction. It's like putting a polish over
an obituary. You smooth things over to

make them lock better than what they
really are.

You take something that is
hyper-masculing, like the wre-
cking ball, and turn it into so-
mething completely fragile and
frail. | wonder if you despise
masculinity.
Mo, not at all. | think that | have it, so |
don't hate myself. Something that is
completely aggressive can be poetic or
elegant at the same time. I'm trying to
teaze out the nature of these things.

You mentioned that Chris Bur-
den influenced your work. He's
known for his controversial pi-
ece whare his assistant shoots
him in the arm.
He's baen a huge influence on me. A lot
of Burden's performances were about
trust and the viewer: trusting that ar-
tist or stopping that artist frem doing
something. That's his performative tug-
of-war with the audience. Mine doesn't
have that relationship with the audience.
I'mi kind of shy. | like to work through sur-
rogates. But I'm really intarested in the
extremities that people will go to. That
is one of those things that have always
interested mea about Burden.

You've had numerous exhibi-
tions at big galleries like tha
Whitney, F.5. 1, Serpentine,
Saatchi, ete. Which one is your
favorite?
| think one of the meamorable times was
the ona at Serpentine Gallery in London,
because my best friend Nate Lowman
and | got to blawtareh the eailing of the
main space. It's never bean the same af-
tar, so we have a parmanent piece on the
ceiling. We went out that night and had a
lot of fun. | missed my flight. | had a sclo
ghow in NYC the next day, so | was late to
that. That was memorable. Probably one
of my favorites.

How does it feel to be the one
and only person to have made
a 24k gold crushed fence for
Beyonce and Jay-£'s home
tarrace?

There was some weird fusion happe-
ning that week. | finished the sculptura
for them and then Beyoncé came out
with herself photographed in my sculp-
ture. After that, Jay-Z appeared with
my sweatshirt that says 'Go Home!" and
than, | found myself face-to-face with
Jay-Z, whom | had never met befare, and
who's spitting lynics into my face for the
shooting of his music video. (laughs) |
have tons of respect for both of them to-
gether and on their own and how they've
influenced American culture and given
inspiration on so many different lavels
to people. For me, to be able to share a
sculpture that they're going to be wal-
king through, | feel totally psyched about
that.

What can we expect next from

Aaron Young?
| haven't had much sleep while I've been
here in Seoul. | have to shout instructions
from Seoul to my right hand, Jasper
Pope, and then Jasper relates that to the
fabricators. I've been working on blow-
torch paintings. It's taken me a long time
to get the right formula so | dom't burn
holes straight through the canvas every
time. Mow | have it on the right track so
I'm excited to show those.

I'm going to give you soma
words and you say whatever
comes up in your mind.

Ah, this is psychological.

Mew Yaork
Home

The Bay Area
Home

Reality TV star Heidi Montag
Surgery

Hell's Angels
Membership

Laura Heriard Dubreuil
My heart

And last but certainly not least,
Dash Snow.
Sadness. | miss him a lot.
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Greeting Card (2007), Photo by James Ewing
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Exhibition view, Kukje Gallery (2013),



