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The figure has seen a resurgence in contemporary art in 
recent years, although it arguably never truly left the popular 
ethos. At its worst, figurative art is seen as conservative, 
traditional, and overly sentimental, but at its best it seeks to 
express the complexities of what it means to be human.  
In a time where bodies and identity are sites for political and 
social contention, it is no surprise that artists are turning to 
this convention with innovation and intellectual vigor. 

The works featured in this exhibition by Natalia Arbelaez, 
Julie Heffernan, Haley Josephs, and Devan Shimoyama, 
represent a specific subsect of a more recent genre of 
contemporary figuration, one that Lane Cooper describes in 
her following essay as radically generous. 

What does it mean for an artwork to be radically generous? 
When I think of a generous artwork, I think of its capacity  
to connect with a viewer visually and mentally. Here you’ll 
find a visual feast in Shimoyama’s rhinestone and glitter 
encrusted surfaces, Arbelaez’s lovingly hand-built ceramics, 
Heffernan’s exquisitely painted canvases, and Joseph’s 
lush, psychedelic atmospheres. The viewer can sense that 
the process of making the work might have been cathartic, 
even enjoyable for the artist. Each work is dazzling in its 
presentation and confronts subject matter that reflects 
issues of great personal, political, and social importance  
to its artist. 

The exhibit’s title, Getting to Know You, offers the viewer a 
tender invitation to consider the artworks in this show deep-
ly and personally. After all, the process of getting to know 
someone takes time and effort. 

In the spirit of exchange and generosity, I invited Lane 
Cooper to write an essay about the exhibition. Lane is chair 
of Painting at the Cleveland Institute of Art. Her background 
in art history and her dedication to her own painting 
practice allow her to provide a unique perspective.   

I am grateful to Lane for her contribution to the conceptual 
framework of this show, as well as to the artists for lending 
their work and for travelling to the Cleveland Institute of Art 
to meet with our students in person. I would also like to 
thank Kayli Salzano, Reinberger’s project + visiting artist 
coordinator, who provided invaluable research and  
organizational assistance. And thanks to Paul Sydorenko, 
Thomas Kassai, and Ella Medicus for their labor in the 
production of this show. 

Nikki Woods, Director 
Reinberger Gallery

introduction



Art is framed by time and culture. Our current 
moment is a storm-tossed churning sea. The excesses 
of the early 21st century’s art market give way.  
Figuration again remerges, as it did in the 60s, 70s,  
and 80s, providing a means to respond to what is an 
uncertain and often anxious time. This new “New 
Figuration” is vastly more expansive than its predeces-
sor and far more suited to expressing the internal 
experience of living in such an uncertain world. 

Haley Josephs’s work is profoundly confident.  
Her palettes harken to the 70s and 80s. Notebook 
covers and playful stickers meant to appeal to near-
teen females are evoked. Rather than moon-eyed 
children, Josephs’s work features young women 
inhabiting strange worlds and lit by the fire of a restless 
spirit. In Call Me Rambler, Josephs offers us a nostalgic 
idyll of youthful adventure. Her protagonist skips 
through a field of daisies. The sky is bluer than blue,  
the clouds lazy. The face of the young woman serene, 
yet tears brim in her eyes. Over her shoulder is a hobo 
stick and bindle. Her cuffs are folded up, her feet dirty. 
The knee of her jeans is torn and bloody. 

Josephs presents us with bubble universes that live 
inside her. We are invited in as co-adventurers, but first 
we must accept the rules of the game. The logic of 
these worlds is one of ancient magic. The goddess 
rules here. Her hand brought all that you see into being. 
The work seeks no permission but rather fully indulges 
in the pleasures of its maker.



If Josephs creates alternate realities, then Natalia Arbelaez 
augments them. Firmly grounded in material and experi-
ence, her work flows from a tradition directly connected to 
our most basic human impulses. The child of Colombian 
immigrants, Arbelaez, born and raised in Miami, Florida, has 
immersed herself into the study of pre-Columbian art, and 
through her work, now carries those traditions forward.  
Her pieces give form to superhuman struggles—the griefs, 
joys, and losses—that mark a family’s history. 

Many of her pieces are underpinned by her family’s  
migration stories. Her father’s journey to the United States, 
adrift and then stranded, struggling to survive, is memorial-
ized in 30 Days at Sea and Waiting for America. The small 
ceramic scenes are like tabletop tableaus meant to remind 
us of the miracles of a saint. Here the miracle is the strength 
of human will, even in the face of unfathomable odds. 

More empowered, but equally wrenching, are the figures  
in Coming to America and Anchor Baby. Gravid and 
distended, female bodies transformed by pregnancy and 
birth, the figures appear not as they are but perhaps as  
they imagine themselves, wrought into strange creatures.  

In her pieces we see the marks of Arbelaez’s fingers.  
We can feel the pinching, the forming of the clay. It is 
through this haptic sense that we inhabit the same mind  
as Arbelaez and by extension the makers who came  
before her. 



Julie Heffernan, like Arbelaez, is engaged with history. Her 
approach to painting references the Rococo. Heffernan’s 
paintings are lush, monumental, fecund in their materiality. 
In Self-Portrait with Lock, Heffernan appears nude and 
holding a scroll wound into a ball. On the scroll’s surface  
is a nearly endless stream of scenes from art history.  
We glimpse Raphael, Bouts, and Parmigianino. The floor  
is covered in paint splatters. There is the quintessential can 
of brushes. Her eyes meet ours. The female is no longer 
fetish object but rather now progenitor. Behind her is a 
salon-style gallery prominently featuring a portrait of Anita 
Hill, reflected in its surface are men in suits. Immediately 
behind the central figure is a reference to Rubens’ and 
Brueghel the Younger’s collaborative Landscape with Pan 
and Syrinx. The result is a multilayered work reverberating 
with a history of violence against women and the problems 
of the cultural perceptions of that violence. 

One of the greatest offerings of Getting to Know You is  
the display of virtuosity. Each artist possesses aesthetic  
sensibilities that lure us into their worlds and hold us there.  
This confluence of beauty and content is nowhere more  
profound than in the work of Devan Shimoyama. His 
work, The Star, depicts a hand against a sky of black glitter. 
Fronds hang down with almond-shaped leaves and an 
occasional dark eye. The hand holds the tarot card known 
as “The Star.” The historically conventional kneeling white 
female figure is replaced by a young man, nude and brown. 
When upright, the card signifies faith, hope, inspiration.  
As optimistic as the work first appears, The Star, in the 
context of his other pieces, becomes more poignant. 

February and For Tamir III are eviscerating in their beauty. 
February, a hoodie that appears to have spontaneously 
burst into bloom, becomes a grave decorated with  
unfading silk flowers. We know its signifiers. It reminds us  



of a young man, and the future that wasn’t. Here again a 
reference to violence and the cultural perceptions that 
surround it. There are no words for what this work  
demands of us. It is a call to action.

Trayvon Martin  5 February 1995 – 26 February 2012

If February haunts us then For Tamir III guts us. A swing, 
blooming with the same silk flowers, reminds us that  
Tamir Rice was a child. 

Tamir Rice  25 June 2002 – 23 November 2014

He was 12.

We can only write and talk around these subjects. We 
cannot put into words the feelings elicted by these works 
and the events they mark: overwhelming grief, rage, 
desperation. It is a testament to Shimoyama’s eloquence 
that these pieces hit their marks with such devastating 
impact. 

Through the works in Getting to Know You we see the 
edge of a tide that pours in, seeking to fill the gaps rent  
by an existential crisis. In the face of gnawing cynicism, 
what could be more revolutionary than radical generosity? 
Where other artists might shy away from beauty or 
narrative, these artists offer lush gardens of humanity.  
They risk vulnerability for our benefit. 

Art has a capillary effect; leaking out, gradually shifting 
expectations. It has the potential to reform our experience 
of the world. The honesty of the work in this show,  
its generosity, vitalizes that potential. 

Lane Cooper



Natalia Arbelaez is a Colombian American artist, born 
and raised in Miami, Florida to immigrant parents. She 
earned her BFA at Florida International University and her 
MFA at The Ohio State University. She completed a  
yearlong residency at the Clay Art Center in Port Chester, 
New York as a Barbara Rittenberg Fellow and was award-
ed the 2016 Inaugural Artaxis Fellowship that funded a 
residency to the Watershed in Newcastle, Maine. Her work 
has been exhibited nationally in museums and galleries, 
and is included in collections such as the Everson Museum 
and the Frederik Meijer Gardens. She was recognized by 
the National Council on Education for Ceramic Arts as a 
2018 emerging artist. Arbelaez is currently a resident artist 
at the Harvard Ceramics Program, where she is research-
ing pre-Columbian art and histories.

Julie Heffernan is an American painter whose artwork 
has been described by The New Yorker as “ironic rococo 
surrealism with a social-satirical twist.” Portraiture is in fact 
not the dominant subject in Heffernan’s painting at all; she 
uses the term Self-Portrait to remind herself and viewers 
that the places and circumstances she invents in her paint-
ings are subjective takes on a world gone awry. Heffernan 
was raised in Northern California, received her Bachelor 
of Fine Arts in Painting and Printmaking from University 
of California at Santa Cruz, and earned a Master of Fine 
Arts degree at Yale School of Art and Architecture. She is 
a Professor of Fine Arts at Montclair State University and 
lives in Brooklyn, New York. She has been represented by 
Catharine Clark Gallery since 2005.

Haley Josephs was born in 1987 in Seattle. She earned 
her BFA from Tyler School of Art at Temple University in 
2011 and her MFA from Yale University in 2014. Josephs 
has exhibited locally and internationally. She was included 
in Painting Forward at Thomas Erben Gallery in New York 
in 2016; Broke Baroque at Sanctuary Projects in Pennsyl-
vania in 2014; and Inaugural at 321 Gallery in New York 
in 2014. Josephs received the Alfred L. MacDougal and 
Nancy Lauter Scholarship in 2014. She lives and works in 
Brooklyn, New York.

Devan Shimoyama is a visual artist whose work explores 
depictions of the black, queer, male body. Though he 
sometimes employs a variety of mediums, Shimoyama 
primarily focuses on painting, specifically portraiture. His 
compositions are inspired by those of classical painters, 
such as Francisco Goya and Caravaggio. However, his use 
of materials is distinctly contemporary, as is the particular 
subject matter he depicts. Shimoyama was awarded the 
Al Held Fellowship at the Yale School of Art in 2013 and 
had a residency at the 2015 Fire Island Artist Residency. 
His work has been exhibited in solo and group exhibitions 
throughout the United States.
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