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Collectors stampeding
to works by Lucy Bull

The young Los Angeles-based painter is riding the ups and
downs of her spectacular market breakout. By Taylor Dafoe

old's lofted, two-storey home in East Tos

Angeles: on the walls of her street-lovel
studio, yes, but also in the kitchen, ona coudh, even
beside her bed one floor above. The artist’s pains-
taking process makes working on several pieces at
onece a prudent use of time, but it is more than that.
Bull filkes to five with her paintings, so that she can
oonstantly flit between them with fresh eyes. Some
she labours over for months; others come “fast and
weeird”, she says, “They're like the good shits.” Bull
jokes of the latter group,

The rising star is prone to charming, off-kilter
COMMEnts 4 the best of fimes, but a1l bets are off
when she is ractng against a deadline. Bull s speak-
ing with The Art Newspaper in late March amid an
intemse push to wrap a series of paintings planned
far a May solo show at David Kordansky Gallery in
Los Angeles. The way the artist works malees it diffi-
cult to tell how close she might be to finishing. but
one thing is clear: she is in the tick of it

“I's abways like I'm building chaos, then 1 have
to find my way hack,” Bull says of her process—an
iterative series of steps through which she repeat-
edly adds and removes layers of paint until they
alchemise into something illusory and greater than
the sum of their pants. Only occasionally does she
use brushes the conventional way, preferring 1o
dab, stab, twist and seTape her paint instead. For
example, one carly breakthrough came when she
used one brush “so much thar the bristles fell out.
and eventuaily 1 started to etch with the metal part™.

But her pellamell technique belies its slow,
Thypnotic effects, In Bull's art. gestural marks and
acid-washed whaorls of colour overlap and blend.
seemningly in real tine, crystallising into secognisa-
bility one second before dissolving into kaleidoscopic
psychedelia the next. Inthis stew 5 a healthy portion
of classic Surrealism (the landscapes of Max Ermst in
particular) and a pinch of secomd-generation Abstract
Expressionism [Helen Frankenthaler and Joan Mitch-
ll spring o mind). Bull's paintingsalso recall Opart,
though not necessarily the kind pioneered in the
19605 by Bridget Riley and Victor Vasarely — more
like the computergenerated Magic Eve images that
briefiy dominated children’s books, doctors’ offices
and ane memarable episode of Senféld in the 1990s,

‘What she strives for most in her work, however,
s for it to be hath self<contained and open-ended, so
that no specialised knowledge ic required to access
its world. “Ulbmately I'm trying to get to the point
where the painting has multiple entry points,” Bull
says, “IUs when | have the feeling that my under-
standing will shift and morph over time that | know
it's fimished.”

ome artists prefer to keep home and
work separate. Not Lucy Bull Inprogress
paintings are everywhere in the 34-year-

“Visionary” vs. speculators
The forthcoming May exhibition will be Bull's third
solo with Kordansky. She joined the gallery in 2021.
two years after the dealer discovered her work
through a mutual friend’s Instagram. “He imme-
diately asked [my friend] who it was. He was like,
*She’s wisionary,” Bull says in an affectionare, half
hearted impression of Kordansky that is prompely
undone with deadpan self deprecation: *He says
that about a lot of people. though"

The Mew York-born artist last mounted a solo
show in her adopted hometown of Los Angeles in

2021, making this spring’s return thar much maore
‘meaningful. For Bull, much has come about since
then: a new home and studio, a pair of soloshows at
the Shanghai private institutions the Long Museum
and Pond Saciety, and a vertiginous — maybe even
alarming — uptick in the market demand for her art.
Her career has, without a doubt, levelled up, but it
has not abways felt like a triumph.

Ome of Bull's works first appeared at auction in
2022, and by the end of the following year, 29 exam-
ples had been sold under the hanmer in New York,
Hoeng Kong and London for a grand total of more
than §11.3m {with fees), according to data from the
art market rescarch firm ArtTactic. Three of her
works made more than $1m {with fees) over those
v years, including the 2020 painting Fash Charmber,
which went fora record §1.7m in kst October’s con-
temporary evening auction at Sotheby's in Hong
Kong “Thar's a high percentage of collecrors who
are buying her work and then selling it right away,”
says Amanda Schinitt, a Mew Yorle-based ast adviser.

For vears, the painting market was focused on
identity-obsessed Aguration, but what we are start-
ing to see now, Schmitt says, is a ricochet back to
abstraction. Driving this rend are young women
painters = peaple like Bull, Jadé Fadojutimi and
Lauren Quin—whe are breathing new life info an
old form. Their success is encouraging. but specu-
lators loom oo, complicating these artists” careers
Jjust as they get what they need to bloom,

“In the beginning, it was like, "Woah, this is cool,
lean afford to make more paintings. | can afford not
1o work aside job,™ Bull says, referring to how earty
sales of her work enabled her to end her years-long
stint waitressing at Speranza, a popular haunt for
the Los Angeles art world. “But a lot of those collec-
tors—all of them. in the beginning — flipped.” Par-
titioning life in the studio from the more cutthroat
aspects of the trade is not easy for a voung artist, she
admits. “You have to actively fight this feeling that
you're just making a commodity,”

Separating ‘the magic’

Kordansky says that every one of Bull's paintings
that has appeared on the secondary market was
created and sold before she joined his roster. “The
work was made readily available at very inexpens
sive price points, then used to profiteer and make
a lat af money, Bur her practice is bigger than this
speculative marker. This is where we have to sepa-
rare the magic that she's conjuring from the behav-
iour of bad actors.”

Kordanshy declined to comment on the price
range of the works in Bull's forthooming solo show,
Sources with direct knowledge say the gallery listec
some of her then-new paintings from 355,000
to $65000 at major art fairs in 2021 and 2022,
For comparison, ArrTactic's data finds that Bull's
average sale prices at auction in 2022 and 2023 were
5422000 and more than $£365000, respectively,

To oifset this unbridied activity in the secondary
market, the gallery is “being extremely mindful”
aboeut who it is placing Bull’s paintings with,
Kardansky says. “The majority of people who are
buying Lucy's work from my gallery are buying it
becmuse they see init what Isee in if,” he says before
adding, unprompted: “She always jokes, like, 'Ah,
Dave, you think all your artists ave visionaries." But
I'm really serious about it. She’s liverally invented a
language of abstraction,”
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