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Justin Adian’s work might be described 
as liminal. Consisting of variously hued 
canvases wrapped around foam shapes, it 
tends to straddle painting and sculpture, 
2-D and 3-D, softness and structure. In 
hints of glossiness, they also recall Richard 
Prince’s late-1980s car hoods, especially in 
how the inanimate objects seem to possess 
their own characters. However stuffy or 
tacky or otherwise fl awed, they’re in on 
the joke (and it’s mostly on the jerks who 
use words like liminal).

For a presentation at this month’s Dal-
las Art Fair, Skarstedt gallery will pair 
Adian with another ’80s great, David Salle. 
“I think David and I approach work simi-
larly and get different results,” says Adian, 
a Texas native, on the pairing. “We both 
use multiple inputs to layer and elaborate. 
Whereas mine is fully abstracted, his has an 
abstracted narrative.”

Adian, 40, got something of a late start, 
which could account for the confi dence on 

display in his work—his voice has been honed 
to a fi ne point, sharp enough that it doesn’t 
care whether or not anyone’s paying atten-
tion. He didn’t get a New York solo show 
until 2010—a full decade after fi nishing 
his undergraduate degree at University of 
North Texas; he received his MFA from 
Rutgers University in 2003.

He was toiling over “big, abstract” paint-
ings, he explains, until, at a David Zwirner 
show in 2007, inspiration struck in the form 
of a foam artwork by John Chamberlain. 
Walking back to his Chinatown studio, he 
found a big piece of foam on the street and 
dragged it off with him.

“I stretched some canvas over it to paint 
on,” he says. “The fi rst one looked like a 
pillow, a seat cushion. It felt pretty good 
and it got progressively weirder. I started 
thinking about [the pieces] as individuals, 
having a personality.”

And that is how they feel: welcoming 
(thanks in part to the sheen of the boat 
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Justin Adian’s work comes 
in many shapes and sizes, 
but large or small, it’s 
never short on wit.

BY DAN DURAY 

PHOTOS BY KYLE DOROSZ

Justin Adian at his studio in Brooklyn. 

(OPPOSITE) Scenes at the studio. 
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paint he uses), but complicated, like the best 
people. They tend to beckon you in through 
their arrangements. Appealing to sensibili-
ties high and low, they could be common 
ground for someone who is interested in 
questions of form and space raised by Donald 
Judd and someone else who likes Satur-
day morning cartoons. There are ones that 
resemble an infl ated Piet Mondrian—see 
“Orange Crush” (2015)—and ones that look 
like pool noodles, as in “Wayfaring” (2015).

The fi ve pieces that will be on view in 
Dallas, all made in 2016, are fairly repre-
sentative of his work from the past several 
years. Each one seems purely abstract—
that is, until it’s linked with its title. A lop-
sided assemblage of three quadrilaterals 
in egg-yolk yellow, off-white, and cyan, 
transforms with its name, “Coral Gables,” 
into a sun-kissed Miami coastline. Others 
are more obvious, like “Lucky Jack’s,” in 
the matte green of a billiard table.

While it’s Skarstedt’s fi rst time at the 
Dallas Art Fair, the visit will be something 
of a homecoming for Adian, who was born 
one town over, in Fort Worth. He still con-
siders himself a bit of a Texas artist, though 
he hasn’t lived there since college. “The 
Marfa scene certainly infl uenced the way 
I see Texas art and artists, but there’s also 
this wildly playful and humorous work 
that comes out of the state. Like Mark 
Flood and Terry Allen. There’s a bite to it.”

He characterizes his own work as 
whimsical, without being comical. “With 
whimsy, there’s still got to be a point,” 
he said. “You can be self-deprecating and 
whimsical, but when the work enters the 
realm of the comical it’s just a joke without 
any substance behind it.”
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