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Tanya Leighton

The Interview
by Ross Simonini

Gerasimos Floratos

“Iwant to be able to have a vision
and get it on canvas as soon as possible”

At the end of August, Gerasimos Floratos came
out to stay with me on Fire Island, where I'd been
spending the summer. We'd had similar vacation
encounters before—at my home in the California
redwoods, and on the Greek island of Kefalonia,
where Floratos occasionally lives and works.
While he and I often meet in little paradises,
Floratos has spent most of his life in Hell’s
Kitchen, Manhattan, just a few blocks from the
urban jungle of Times Square. He calls it “the
centre of the centre”, the pounding heart of capi-
talist society, throbbing with hungry tourists,
Broadway musicals, glowing advertisements
and candy-coloured chainstores. Bornin 1986,
he grew up here, working at his family’s deli,
making sandwiches and selling Lotto tickets.
He continues to live and work in the neigh-
bourhood, ina studio he affectionately calls his
“concrete dungeon”. Down there, he smokes,
blasts trap music and jams his paintings with

the frenetic buzz of the city. He attacks his sur-
faces with his own personal symbology — the
rabbit, the sneaker, the cigarette, the skyscraper,
the globe —carving his images with fat paint-
sticks and a style that riffs on graffiti and
cartoons, brand logos and teenage notebook
drawings. To add some extra “personality”,

he hangs the canvases loose atop irregular
stretchers, giving them a sculptural slouch,
not unlike thebaggy-eyed slackers who loiter
within his paintings.

Floratos also does a bit of curating, and
this autamn he put together a group show,
Heavy Sauce, at Fountain House Gallery, the
programme of which features artists living
with mental illness. The space is also in Hell’s
Kitchen and gave himsome of his earliest
art-viewing experiences. For the show, he
provided artists with a prompt in the form
of a Lee Lozano quote, which equally evokes
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his own work: ‘Every day thousands of pounds
of paint are applied tobuildings inNvc, signs,
benches, etc., which can only mean that the city
is getting heavierand heavier’,

Last year, Floratos and I curated a show
together (Guerneville at NIAD in Richmond,
California), and we’ve been discussing art for
years, long before his first solo exhibition at
White Columns in 2016 and abrisk professional
ascent that might be attributed to the intensity
he brings to his work and to his relentlessly
entrepreneurial mind.

He cameto the island to takeabreak from
artmaking and the city, where he’d been finish-
ing a new show for Tanya Leighton’s gallery
in Berlin. For two days, he forced himselfto
relax, and we spoke while drawing on the deck,
strolling and soaking in the hot tub on a cloudy
afternoon. The following interview is his first
published conversation.
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ROSS SIMONINT  You've been pushing pretty hard
theselast few years.

GERASIMOS FLORATOs 1don't know any other
way to be. Istill can't believe this life isan option.
ButI don’tever want to take it for granted. So
when I have the opportunity to sharewhatI've
been working on, it makes me want to go deeper,
to give more of my time, of myself.

RS Andyetweoften crosspaths on vacation spots
likethis.

GF There’s the myth of someone who s pends
every waking minute giving to their craft...
But that'll kill you.

RS Ontheother hand, even this talk is a form of work
forus both.

GF Honestly, it’s all the same to me now. My
mind is always in the studio, even whenI'm not.

RS Doyouthink there's some validity to the mythof
the fully obsessive artist?

GF Sure, but there’s the opposite of that, too,
the other myth: the Midas touch. The artist who
does very little but everything they touch turns
to genius. I also think you can create the illusion
of that by showing very little.

rs Which paintershavethe Midas touch?

GF [Antoni] Tapies. His stuff is real fast. In his
paintings, it’s like he’s really trying to get the
fuck out of the room, like he’s trying to finish
the job as soon as possible.

RS Doyouthinkthesemyths areproblems for artists?

GF Personally, I don’t subscribe to either. You
got to be both. But it’s 100 percent all good when
other artists identify with one of these myths.
1t’s all performance.

Martial art

RS Butyouhavea bit of your ownnyyth, righi?
The Greek-American Deli Boy of Times Square. Your
origin story.

aF It’sthere. It's both conscious and uncon-
scious. Myths can be perpetuated, sure, but
1 justtry to stay conscious of my position.

RS Another part of your historyis capoeira. You
swere committed to that for years.

GF Iwas very physical as akid.Idid gymnastics
and acrobatics and I did eapoeira from eight
until T was about eighteen. The school I was
apart of was called ABADA capoeira. It was one
of the biggest in the world. My teacher was

this very small lady who could hold herown
against these six-foot jacked men. She taught
me everything. She took me under her wing

and I got obsessed — it’s a whole philosophy,
alifestyle, a music. You haveto learn the
instruments, how to sing it, how to play the
instraments. I had a nickname, tomate, because
my face would get so red when T practised.
Iwas fully involved.Iwanted to spend my life
as a capoeirista.

RS Were youdrawingback then?

GF Iwas drawingsigns for the deli and the
capoeira flyers, but I didn’t really think about
being an artist.

RS Areyou physical with yourwork now?

ar Idon’tthinkIcould do the scale of painting
I’'m doing without having trained in capoeira.

T have friends who can’t touch their toes. If
Tcouldn’t do that, I couldn’t paint like this.

1 paint on the ground. To do that, and to work
onsomething that’s 6 x 8 feet, without stepping
allover it, you have to get on the ground and
belike this [props himself on his arms, rotating
his body over an imaginary painting]. You have
to beable to reach over the painting and not ruin
the wet part you just painted. There are very few

“My teacher was this
very small lady who could
hold her own against these
six-foot jacked men. She
taught me everything.
She took me under her
wing and I got obsessed”

ways to do that. It’s hard to get to the middle

of the work, unless you create some kind of
Mission Impossible system. Or I have to be able

to sit for mad-long to paint. Like this [gets into
acrouch].I'm alittle better at some of that stuff’
becauseI'm so flexible. My flex ibility is what
allowed me to get into capoeiraand acrobatics.
1didn’t have to stretch as much. But being
flexible is also how I hurt myself.

RS What did you hurt?

GF My shoulder, kneeand hip.1 was cighteen
and my body was breaking down.

&S Isthatwhy youstopped capoeira?

aF Partly. I could do these holds, these hand-
stands where your feet hang over your body
and you're hyperextending. It’s beautifil and
amazing, and you spend hours and hours on
it, and then one day, something just pops.

RS Do you ever get pain from pagning?

GF My wrists definitely do.T push hard when
1 paint. Also some back pain. And my hips get
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sore from sitting in the studio for hours.
RS Onacouch?

GF Yeah,and aLa-Z-Boy. My problem is, I love
toleanover, to hunchonacouchand draw on
acoffee table for long periods of time. It’s my
favourite thing, but it’s the worst. Or I'lllean
on my side.I'm really starting to notice these
bad habits.

Abeach beneath the street

RS Seno majorstudio injuries yet.

GF Well, I'veslipped on paint can lids. 'l fall
backon my hands and it kills my wrists. And T
get paint all over me. Takes a whole case of baby
wipes to get it off. Ialso pulled my back recently
whenIhad aflood in my studio. T had abunch

of paintings on the ground and I had to get them
all up super quick.

RS What flooded?

GF Iworkinthebasementand asewage pipe
beneath my stuff got clogged.

RS How do you address pain like this?

GF Idon’t meditate much but sometimes when
I have pain, I'llclose my eyes and picture my
body as an em pty shell and there will be this
intense colour in the places that are causing me
stress or pain. And I'll just picture that flowing
out of my fingertips or my head, and it helps. T’ll
visualise all the tendons and ligaments, and T'll
remember that while I'm painting. Sometimes
I'm trying to describe that in the paintings.

RS Do you enjoyworking in a basement?

GF Iloveit.It’s my beach under the sidewalk.
It's windowless and the building extends under
the sidewalk, so T hear every footstep. I feel
connected to every person who walks by. I take
alittle bit of energy from each of them.

RS Your studio is right down the street from your
family's deli, whereyou worked for a long time. The
family business seems to affect your velationship to

the financial side of art.

GF Yeah,some of my New York instinct comes
outaround money. I have no problem in role-
playing as the person who wants money. When
you want to share your work, you have to inter-
act with galleries, so you're going to have to
thinkabout this stuff; whether you like it or not.
So how I deal with that is when it comes down to
the business side of things, I'm business about it.

RS You'reone of the few artistsI know willing to dive
into that subject, which isrefreshing. Most people seem
scared of nioney or refuse to talk about it.
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GF Artists need to protect themselves from
being taken advantage of. They need to think
about money. I think it’s good to have a lack of
shame in that department. Not talking about
money is how people get taken advantage of. But
Ithink that shame around money comes from
the top, not from the bottom. Money is how art-
ists are able to continue working, and Tlook at
it as an essential function of this machine.

Getting real

RS Another myth: the starving artist.

GF The myth that allartists are anticapitalist.
Ithink capitalism is built into a lot of Pop art,
for instance. But I think wealthy people want
to imagine that artists hate money because then
they have access to something they are not.

rs The exoric artist,

GF Butit’s adetriment to theartist. It makes
artists feel they have tobe overly passionate
diehard rebels. But guess what? If you’re broke,
you work for someone. At least in the us. Unless
you have your own money. You want to be free,
you got to work for it. It’s a com plex, fucked-up
situation. I just don’t want to feel owned by any
gallerist or collector. So I have to take care of
my shit soIdon't owe anyoneanything. I don’t
need to buy new Lululemon track trainers every
month. I don’t want to have to think,should I
callthat personT don’t really know who offered
to buy a painting?

RS And if you're showing in galleries, then money
is inherently part of thework, even if you refuse to
acknowledge it.

GF My reality is health insurance and rent.
My reality is making work in the face of all

my bills. Everyone loves the things that money
brings. I don’t think meney is a path to any-
thing on its own, but surviving is just as im-
portant as making the work. If the artist isn’t
around to make the work, nothing else matters.
It’s alittle eynical, T guess, but ultimately I'd
like to fuck offand not have to make money.

RS Youprobably experience that when you spend
térme in Kefalonia.

GF AndIcould do that because I was selling
paintings. I wasn’t showing. I was just work-
ing.It’s asensitive subject, even for me, butI
dida talk[for the Syllabus programme at Studio
Voltaire] on it some years ago, aboutalternative
ways of entering the artworld.

RS Youdidn'tgovo art school, for instance,

GF Italked alot about getting involved in com-
munities. I knew if I wanted toshow my work

I had to bea part of the conversation organically.
And once youdo that, all those other people
—galleries, curators, collectors, musewms — they
just want to document you. They won't tell you
how to paint. They're documentarians. You have
toshow them your vision.

rs Andhow did youdo that?

GF So howIdid that is I was cold emailing
people when I was younger. That’s how I met
alot of people.T'd sincerely write peo ple and
say, “Hey, will you have me over? I'm afan.”

RS Thar'show we ret. You asked to cometo ry studio.

¥ That's how we met! And it worked. I'm
ahuge fan of cold emails. You have tobe an
advocate of your work.

RS You havealot of confidence.

GF It's sickening [laughs]. But it’s not based on

myselfbeing a great person or being super smart.

Ijustreally believe in the paintings. I think they
are great. People see that I blindly believe in my
workand that makes them confident.I think
it’s important to express your belief in the work,

“The thing is, you can’t
try and make them wonky.
That’ll look like a shaped
canvas. What you have to
do is know how shitty things
are built and perfect that
by making it shittier”

especially if you are making work that isn't seen
so easily. Because if you can’t believe in the work,
nobody else will. But still, it takes time, which

is all T had. Plus T had the ego for it. And that’s
what I'started with. I was working like a dog

at the deli and T knew I had to make work about
my experience. That’s when the work just
flowed. During that time — 2015 -1 feel like I
didn’t make enough paintings. I should have
made hundreds. T didn’t have to think.

RS Do you ever show work that you're not confident
about?

GF T'vedone it. Part of the confidence comes
out of the fact that 1 did everything Icould to
make this thing mine. Whether that’s sitting
infront of it for two days, two months... It’s
my connection to the work. But I've made
the mistake of letting go of the work without
having that feeling. And even if the work is
well received, I nevergetover it.

RS Do youspendmostof your time alonein the
studio?
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GF Yeah.Iwas anonly child. Plus I don't have
assistants.

®rs Do youwant any?

GF Naw.Idon’t want people to know my shit.
Twant to be alone in there. My studio environ-
ment feeds my impulses. I want to be able to
have avisionand get it on canvas as soon as
possible. For me that means not having things
in perfect places: blues in this corner, reds in
that corner. I don’t want any obstructions. My
studio is like my bedroom. If you make your
spaceand touch all those items, I feel might
be makinga place where I can get some personal
magic. Sometimes I use assistants for cleaning
or making stretchers, but that’s it.

Making mistakes

RS Areyour stretchers still pretty wonky?

GF Thething is, you can’t tryand make them
wonky. That'Illook like ashaped canvas. What
you have to do is know how shitty things are
built and perfect that by making it shittier.
You have to enter the mind ofa very lazy per-
son who wants to get the job done fast so he
cango haveabeer.

RS Areyou likethar?

GF I just know from that. I know people like
that. Repetition kills it though. It's about inno-
vation. Making mistakes is closer to innovation
than repetition. It’s quick, economic. I rush
through it and glue and nail and staple it
together as fast as possible. And if T work with
someone, if I'm too lazy to do the work, I'll
hover over them like an asshole and scream,
“Faster! Faster! What are you doing?Just finish
it! Soak it in gluel” and that pressure gets it
done right. But don’t try to make it wonky
oryou'll ook like Frank Stella.

RS Arethecanvases hangingpretty loose these days?

GF They getloose because I'm aggressive, not
soft.] kick them and slidethem and my hands
are like jaws that crush the paintings. You
can't fake a touch. I want tosee it bend. I want
character. I think it’s silly when it's all tight
—unless you're all about the flatness, if that’s
your thing. Some peopleare great with that,
like Rothko. But for me, I think that imperfec-
tion is so much more telling about a mood.

RS Thepaintingis falling apart.

GF They are hanging on tosurvive. It’s a joke,
almost. But it’s also sincere. It’s complex.

Ross Sirmonins is an arvist and writer living in
New York and California



