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Jessica Taylor Bellamy in her studio in DTLA. Piioto by Shelley Holcomb

For Jessica Taylor Bellamy, the city of Los Angeles is both a home and an ongoing source of
inspiration. Bellamy’s art explores the rich tapestry of both identity and place, proposing the
question, how does one’s environment shape the way they interact with their own identity? And
if you are to truly love someone or some place, are you able to love them for both their light and
dark sides? As an artist living in L.A., she is continually confronted with the reality of being in
love with this iconic city that brings with it its own unique set of challenges and ominous turns.
We recently sat down with Bellamy to speak about her upcoming exhibition at Anat Ebgi
Gallery, how she navigates the complexities of multiculturalism, her very specific process and
embracing both the good, the bad, and the ugly of the city we all call home.

Shelley Holcomb: My first question is based in that you are a Cuban-American born and raised
in L.A. Can you talk about your background and how that influences your work?

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: Definitely. | was born in Whittier, California, part of the greater L.A.
area. And my dad is Afro-Cuban, came to the country when he was 11, and also moved to
Inglewood, Los Angeles. And my mom is an LA lady through and through. She’s lived in LA her
whole life. Her mother moved to LA at a very young age from lowa. So everyone in my family
has converged here. And that’s become a big part of my identity. | feel very in tune with the city,
but at the same time, it's so giant that it can never fully be explored or understood in one way. |
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think a lot of my work is about trying to look at the city from the perspective of someone who’s
grown up here and that multicultural identity of being mixed and Afro-Cuban and Black and
white and Jewish kind of just means that I'm an Angeleno, after all.

Shelley: The title of your show is called Endnotes for Sunshine. Can you explain what that
means?

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: Yes. So, Endnotes for Sunshine came from a few different places.
Partially from an Instagram DM conversation from Ana Briz, who is a curator and writer. The
way | look at underpainting and the way that I’'m doing these screen prints, | kind of think of
them as endnotes in a writer’s essay, and she has the same sort of attachment to wanting to
keep all the endnotes and the footnotes that | have with wanting to, like, make sure each layer
of the underpaintings and each layer of intention in the painting is still there. So we were talking
together about how sad it is to paint over an underpainting, even though that’s part of the
process. And part of any process is losing some things. And that’s like a nerdier way even to
think more macro about the city. There are certain things you lose when describing a place, but
if you can hold on to one bit of truth or bury it beneath, it can really define the essence of
somewhere.

Another concept the title came from is that I'm really into reading about how people would
describe a place, especially in Los Angeles. Whenever | read, I'm constantly writing pages of
notes that inspire my pieces. Endnotes for Sunshine was originally on one of my long-running
lists from some of these readings by one of my favorite writers, Lynell George, who writes a lot
about notions of home and identity, and writers from other generations who originally tried to
describe Southern California, like Mike Davis, Carey McWilliams and others that inspired the
work directly. And many of the things in both their writing and my work are like both sides of the
coin. So like the sunshine side of what it’s like to live somewhere like here and then the flip side,
the noir, which is some of maybe the anxieties that you feel living in a place that has been
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transformed by humans and possibly isn’t being used in the way that it should be for long term
stability of living here.

Shelley: So speaking of underpainting, maybe you can walk us through your process of making
the work?

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: Sure. I'm a classical oil painter and work with underpaintings and
glazes; | fully render the paintings and then bring in the screen prints at different points as an
interruption. Because sometimes people are like, “Oh, is this painted?” And I'm like, “Yes. How
do you not know?” [laughs] I'm like, “Wait, | had to tell you, | painted this?” So now | realize |
should start saying that. Yes, | paint them.

The process is forever changing, but for the show at Anat Ebgi Gallery, | start the works with a
mind map, and it's been ongoing with this whole sunshine + noir + realism + fantasy diagram.
So “sunshine” and “noir” are the Y-axis, and “realism” and “fantasy” are the X-axis. | started
pulling things from the LA Times, from my own photos and video, from walking and driving in
LA, and from writing from things that make me think of a certain feeling or moment that could be
expressed better in art. | keep a sketchbook; | start by doing sketches, and eventually, they
transform from sketches to paintings. The screen-printed elements work in much of the same
way, from me collaging and getting this amalgamation of information back into the paintings,
divorcing them from their original source. So they still retain the same meaning and realism, but
now there’s a little bit less context. And then | juxtapose that with my bright sunset imagery and
things to draw you in, even though you're not exactly sure what you're looking at, although it
feels very familiar. I’'m basically just building on bringing the world back into the paint and
making a little more fantastical perspective of the city.

Shelley: | saw a sentence in your press release that | thought was really interesting. And it said
that “your work is rooted in your observations living at the edge of a precarious paradise of
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shifting ecological tensions.” Can we dive into that? Can you maybe explain a bit more about
what that means?

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: Yeah, that means holding the two things in balance, the paradise, and
the ecological tensions, and then feeling like you’re at the top of the mountain and the only way
is down. | think having a political science background and working in public radio makes me
very overly aware of things and perhaps overly worried about like something that could go from
like the air quality and breathing in downtown L.A. while I’'m in my studio to like when I'm at
home. Or how much trash is at the beach after the winter storms? Like, I'm truly someone who’s
out there with the trash, picker-upper thinking I'm doing something. But deep down, | know it’'s
probably not enough. And | have a certain interest in reading through these stories that I'm
looking through in the LA Times and cataloging them as a slow change. | know that you can’t
see much change over one year. Still, as | started just to collect these stories, | look at it as sort
of dramatizing and marking these shifting ecologies in a city where 50 years from now,
something that may have seemed like it was negative could end up being a positive and trying
to keep that in perspective.

Jessica Taylor Bellamy in her studio in DTLA. Photo by Shelley Holcomb

Shelley: Yes, and on that note, one aspect about your paintings that has always stood out to
me, which is along the lines of the subject of these ecological tensions, how these sunsets draw
you in. Your paintings feel like there’s a real ephemerality to them and this lightness to them,
like literally light showing through, a lot of your works are very atmospheric. But then you also
put in objects that ask the viewer to look much closer. And often, those are messages of
something much darker. Could you talk about that messaging specifically, like in this show of
the underlying darkness you're trying to speak about?

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: Yeah, | mean, | think what you said about light is super important.
Like you can’t have darkness without light. | know that sounds super cheesy, but light in itself is
a subject that | think Angelenos are endlessly talking about.
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And something about the character or soul of a place hinges on so many things, and for LA,
that’s its light, and that’s to say that light can also hold something that thematically can give you
fear. Like if the sun is super clouded with ash and smoke, everyone who knows what that looks
like in Los Angeles will be worried about fire. The quality of light can actually create a sense of
danger or a sense that there’s something wrong, which is fascinating, especially when thinking
about how many people are moving around the city at the same time having these similar
thoughts.

And then the other one, | would say, too, is having this idea that there’s an eternal magic hour
which has been in art history about Los Angeles and has been an actual movement since the
sixties. And I'm really interested in being a part of that conversation and legacy with past artists
who were painting about L.A., especially when you look at artists like Ed Ruscha.

Shelley: So you talk about this screen being an essential part of not only the process, like
physically making your work, but also figuratively a part of the concept. Can you talk more about
that?

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: Yes, my paintings are very planned as far as their composition and
color to really pull you in. The screen is a great way to embed information that could be too
dense for a painting. It's also a way of taking my hand into a different space where I'm not doing
my classical painting but relying more on all of the weaving, the cutting, and the sketching that
has to happen before | make the silkscreen. | also use oil paint with the silkscreen. So I've sort
of developed my own method that would probably make Master Printmakers cry because this is
not how you’re supposed to use, as far as | know, silk screens, and | do it on the floor [laughs].
So it cannot be replicated, they’re made in tandem with the painting, and they’re made way
before | even. Have my brush start painting on the canvas.

Conceptually, the screen plays a role as an interruption, as this actual veil that either you need
to see past part of the painting to see what could be the rest of the screen or you need to
confront the screen before seeing the rest of the painting.
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And just by nature of the hand, and what could be used as a mass-produced way of sharing
information like a silkscreen, you’d typically want to use it over and over and over to make the
same image. But I’'m only using mine a couple of times before | reclaim and retire them to make
something else. So | do like playing with having the same screen in a painting a few times but
with very different imagery in the background to put those two in conversation with each other.
So there are so many different things that you can do that are fun. And for the people who see
my paintings, some are just really into the painting, and then sometimes there’s someone who is
trying to really look at the concerns in my work, which is what | think about every day. Maybe
the information I'm trying to impart doesn’t work as a painting that I’'m not going to try to do as
an essay. And that is more meaningful than just reading a newspaper that can be discarded and
used for something else. | think that’s why I'm attracted to mixing these two things together in
my work.

Much of my work is about a barrier, and formally as a painting, the screen acts as a barrier and
something that blocks you from seeing the whole image. And what it usually is is something that
took a lot of time to make beautiful, even if the stories are super ugly or incredibly tragic stories
about, like, the end of Joshua Trees or just like just things that are, you know, we can we can’t
comprehend in the scale of human time if it's going to affect us or not. And similar to the barbed
wire, same with the fiery sunset, same with these butterflies that are cut out of the LA Times that
are on a story about drought or a missing persons article. And I'm still putting all this care into
the object that’s the darker piece of it, but mostly it’s this interruption that the screen will formerly
do to make you have to deal with it a little bit more. | mean even this wonderful piece that'll be in
the show — which uses the barbed wire photo from my walks in LA with this ocean washing
rushing through. The title itself is “Assisted Migration,” but it's not entirely helpful. You can’t
block the elements with a barbed wire fence. So | like it to be a little bit funny, but also it's dark.
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Shelley: We see a lot of specific imagery in your work and in this show, in particular,
newspapers, photographs, palm fronds, flowers, and hawks. Can you talk about what each of
these specific images signifies? Also, if their placement has any significance within the works,
which you talked about, | think we could go into that even further.

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: I'm someone who's always still blown away by living here with what |
can see and what | can see next to each other. And so many of my paintings will have some
similar motifs, although I've moved a little further from just the landscape or things as they are
into really combining what I've seen and what | could predict to see in the future. | see crazy
hawks and birds of prey action all of the time along the 10 freeway on my way home from the
studio. And then sort of this weird affinity | think we all sort of have with palm trees in the
landscape or sunsets or even for me, people send me photos of palm trees on fire when they
see them just because they know that that's a symbol that I've collected as a representation of
Los Angeles. But the palm trees and the familiar imagery of the sunsets and certain flowers that
may be easy to find just on the roadside growing. Those are all vessels for the sentimental side
| feel about living in the city that can bring you in visually to really experience the rest of the
work.

| know those motifs will continue to pop up in my work. I've taken it so far that I’'m now molding
palm fronds, so physically taking part of the environment and making a giant silicone mold to
make it part of this, like part of the Anthropocene. Making it a piece of plastic, not just a piece of
debris that’s disintegrating by the side of the road, and then working those things back into my
work by making my own reference photos from the thing that was created from the photo.

So it’s this weird bouncing back and forth that eventually brings you to this fantastical vision of
LA that I'm hoping to create in all my pieces, whether video, sculpture or painting.
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Shelley: There’s a piece in the show that is one of the only sculptural works, the motorcycle
piece, and that one is not only found material that you molded, but it also includes a film you
made from found photos?

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: It's a found motorcycle fender with flames airbrushed on it by
someone else. | molded a tire for it out of resin. The video component is oil on glass stop frame
animation of found and imagined vanity plates cycling through where an actual license plate
would be with an embedded screen on the fender. | have been collecting photos of vanity plates
with friends in a shared album for years now. My recent favorite is “L84WRK”, | love the crowd-
sourcing and absurd aspect of it, and the psychology of what is written also works well to plot on
a scale of sunshine to noir. And it's one of those things that | like mushing things together that
make sense, but that, again, you wouldn’t see in reality.

Shelley: And my last question to wrap it up, but would you say that this show is somewhat of a
love letter to L.A.? Because some might see the messaging and the imagery as a bit of
criticism, but I'm curious as a whole.

Jessica Taylor Bellamy: As a whole, it is. | sometimes struggle with making things too
sunshiny, and then my descriptions seem very dark. What I’'m creating often conflicts with what
I’'m thinking about, and it is definitely a love letter. Yes. I'm super proud of it. This is the most
excited I've been about my work ever. Like, | finally hit some of the things I've been trying to in
other paintings with this show.
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