
What are the most prominent influences on your work, 
both artistic and conceptual/theoretical, and how are 
these formative to your practice?

Probably the single most potent driver of my work is a fear of bodily 
destruction. Which on its face sounds like a terrible cliche, but if you 
look at the lineage of abstraction (specifically AbEx) you’ll see an art 
historical precedent which was set on the heels of WWII / the 
wholesale annihilation of human beings (and form with it) and has 
culturally snowballed in disturbing ways. 
 
It helps me to situate my work in this AbEx lineage, but it’s critical for 
me to keep the work grounded in the present, informed by 
contemporary issues (e.g. gun violence, ecological ruin, housing 
shortages and so on). Artists should be cultural observers first and 
foremost, and not be lured by the seduction to hole up in the studio 
and make work for the sake of aesthetics. 
I think making apolitical work is a thing of the past. And I’m definitely 
not claiming that my art will change the world, but it never hurts to 
validate people’s emotional grievances and say Yes, this has ruined 
me too. 
 
Visual artists who continue to influence me include Gail Stoicheff, 
Stewart Uoo, Gustav Metzger, Jean Dubuffet, and Eva Hesse.

 interview
with Wayne Marcelli 

As a painter whose work extends far beyond the confines of a flat canvas, 

Wayne Marcelli concerns himself with ideas of human existence and grapples 

with the question of what it means to possess a psyche.  His work tends to 

address violence and human relationships, where he often references the 

disintegration of the human subject. Marcelli pinpoints his own original causes 

of torment and trauma, and challenges himself to respond and deal with those 

emotions through an artistic process that explores the concept of the death 

drive, the Freudian theory that explains human inclination toward self 

destruction. While the artist was in Columbia as part of the SVAD Artist 

Residency Program for 2018, I spoke with him about his practice and his work's 

commentary on the anxiety felt about experiencing violence in public spaces.   

Your works are a mix of painting and installation. Can you 
explain your formal process and how you go about your 
creative process? How do you know when a piece is done?

Formally I like to give myself a set of a restrictions to operate within as a 
way to force a solution out of materials that might otherwise be 
overlooked (I’ve really only used black tempera and caulk during this 
residency which has been kind of gross but enjoyable). My visual 
vocabulary was built on the framework of “being a painter” even if my 
inclinations lie more in three dimensions. So the works always refer back to 
painting, even when pieces stretch too near the realm of sculpture, the use 
of paint is at the heart my practice (e.g. using a paint tube to draw, drying 
out pools of acrylic to attach as skin, dying fabric with diluted paint, etc.). 
There’s a comfort in attaching oneself to a medium and forcing it to do 
unexpected things (and tongue-in-cheek humor about trying to make 
painting into something greater [it isn’t]). 
 
The body is almost always absent in my work, specifically to implicate the 
viewer’s as they navigate around: are they looking up? Crouching down? 
Figuring out how this rope is tied or how to get inside a structure? Are they 
“activated” by what they see before them?
 
As far as content is concerned, I think it’s crucial to let your work tell you 
where your concerns lie. For me, this required a lot of analysis over multiple 
bodies of work to recognize the more meaningful patterns. Even as you 
continue to evolve as a person, certain core fundamentals will remain, and 
those (I believe) are the gems you should mine to make your best work 
(inevitably there have been heaps of garbage work along the way that no 
one will ever see. This is fine and part of the process).

Your idea of the entrypoint, or the space/place where 
viewers begin to make a connection to an art work, is really 
important when working with abstraction. What are 
connections that you believe are made between an average 
viewer and your works, especially in relation to the familiar 
materials you use, such as canvas, tarp, caulk, string, house 
paint, etc.?

I have an intrinsically strained relationship with how monetary value is 
assigned to something as subjective as art, and I like to call attention 
to the absurdity of it by elevating throwaway materials / found objects 
/ reused components of earlier works. I’m a sucker for things provisional 
and Arte Povera flavored. The intention is to bring the viewer back to a 
place which makes reference to shelter through tents, clothing, and 
rudimentary structure, as well as manual manipulation, such as twisting 
rope, suturing, and ripping.
 
The elicitation of a physical response through these familiar materials 
and techniques is a deliberate move to give viewers something to latch 
onto: the entrypoint as you mentioned—also a fun play on words, 
assigning an entrance to an artwork, as art can never really offer bodily 
protection (unless you count the statue of Jefferson Davis on the UT 
Austin campus which survivors used for cover when Charles Whitman 
committed his act of terrorism in 1966 [though, following that logic you 
might have to consider confederate monuments as works of art]).

From what I can tell, your work is informed by the constant 
gun violence in the United States. What are some ways 
you’ve tried to deal with this through both abstraction and 
representation? I’m looking specifically at the drawing you 
completed while in residence of an AR-15 “from memory.”

This is a tough question because my decision to use the image of the 
rifle is a fresh one (I could just as easily abandon it, who knows). But the 
impetus behind it is how iconized the AR-15 has become, in conjunction 
with its more frequent use in mass murders (San Bernardino, Parkland, 
Newtown, Orlando, and so on ad nauseum). I think it helps inform my 
current work by operating like a point of reference, providing some 
context to the abstract (connect this lethal thing here to that 
vulnerable shape over there). You always worry if it feels heavy handed 
though. That’s the caveat: you want to make informed, challenging 
work without preaching at the viewer. Nobody likes being 
condescended to, and that’s the best way to swat away viewer 
interest.

The threat of bodily danger, whether real or hyperbolized by a ravenous media, 
is constantly on my mind, and I imagine the minds of many others. Making work 

addressing this threat is my way of participating in the conversation and allaying 
the insanity of living in a gun-state.

I think one of the hardest things about living in contemporary 
America is navigateing a world full of terror and threat and 
knowing that you’re almost always going to be defenseless in 
an incident where a gun is pulled out. In September 2018, Vox 
published an article online titled, “There have been 263 days in 
2018 — and 262 mass shootings in America,” which is a crazy 
and abnormal statistic. What should art’s role be among all of 
this?

(As of today, December 4th, the number is 325 mass shootings in 2018.)
I’m not so sure rampant gun violence constitutes a thing that can be 
“dealt” with through art in any literal way (that’s the realm of public 
outcry and subsequent legislation), but simply calling attention to a thing 
to drum up a question—why is there a gun here?—is about as much as I 
can hope for. I continue to take the position that artists are primarily 
cultural observers (in a Warholian sense). So point to things that matter. 
Or don’t.

A photograph of Gustav Metzger shown wearing a gas mask in 1961 while painting three nylon 

curtains with acid, which caused them to disintegrate. (Keystone / Getty Images) 
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       by Anna Toptchi
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MY PRACTICE IS FOCUSED AROUND TWO-DIMENSIONAL 
PAINTING BUT INCORPORATES A VARIETY OF INTERPRETIVE 

PAINTING METHODS, FROM THE CONSTRUCTION OF CASKET-
LIKE STRUCTURES OF CANVAS, TO WOODEN ARMATURES 
STREWN WITH PAINT SKINS REMINISCENT OF THE BODY BUT 

HEAVILY ABSTRACTED AND DAMAGED.

"

"

"

"

School of Visual Art and Design   |  University of South Carolina


