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by Sarah Cunningham

ansson Stegner paints people - just, not real

people. He clarifies that his paintings are

not portraits, but rather the culmination

of composites of studio based studies,
internet searches and his imagination. Lately,
however, Stegner is shifting his approach
toward portraiture and occasionally using a
single sitter for his nevertheless highly stylized
figures. Stegner credits his youthful infatuation
with comic books for his interest in art and
particularly exaggerated depictions of the
human form.

In a recent conversation with Sasha Bogojev
for Juxtapoz magazine, Stegner says, “To
make a painting interesting, you need to blend
familiarity with unfamiliarity or strangeness
with normalcy. Too much normalcy and

it’s boring. Too much strangeness and it’s
unrelatable.”

Since his grad school days at the University of
Albany in the late 1990s, when I first met him,
Stegner has been honing what he calls “weird
figuration,” a distinctive lexicon of corporeal
distortions - extreme elongation of the body,
oversized torsos with small heads, and, most
notably, a pointed reversal of typical male/
female musculature. He lists Schiele, Dix,
Grosz, Balthus, El Greco, Ingres, Ensor and
Neel as inspirational artistic predecessors who
likewise employ hyperbolic figuration.

Born in Denver and raised in Minneapolis,
Stegner relocated to Goleta in 2019 after nearly
20 years in New York City. Readers here on
the Central Coast will recognize the name of
his recent solo show, The Good Land, at Nino
Mier Gallery in Los Angeles as a call out to
his newfound hometown. In most of Stegner’s
oeuvre to date, the background is often a wash
of color with little or no contextual details.
Instead, the viewer is invited into Stegner’s far
reaching fictive world through his characters
- alanguid cop slipping off his chair or an
athletic champion posing with her volleyball

- rather than via a specific narrative or
landscape. While his newest paintings continue
to center the figure, more background details
emerge, particularly ones that both reflect and
reimagine the good land of the Central Coast.
Stegner’s still sparing use of details gives them
heightened importance as narrative allusions,
allowing the viewer to envision what lies
beyond the edges of the plane.

In Watermelon, on the cover of Lum Art
Magazine 06, 2022, Stegner fuses still life and
portraiture in an abundantly verdant scene,
but it’s one that’s not quite bucolic. That “not
quite” is at the core of his work; he illustrates
people and things that are simultaneously
straightforward and not quite what they seem.
On the surface, the female subject stands
behind a table serving freshly cut watermelon
to the viewer. However, something about the
simple scene feels awry. With clear delineation
between the edge of the table tipping from the
figure towards the viewer in the lower third

of the painting and the lush background in
the upper two thirds, Watermelon can almost
be read as two discrete paintings in one.
Below, a memento mori still life in which

the watermelon’s once sweet life bleeds out,
dripping over the lip of the cutting board into
darkness. Above, a portrait of a strong woman
looking somewhat defiantly at the viewer.

The subject’s stance, with her inner arms
turned forward and weight on the heels of her
hands as she leans on the table, parallels the
barmaid’s pose in Edouard Manet’s A Bar at the
Folies-Bergere. Yet here, in contrast to Manet,
Stegner has no interest in depicting ordinary
life nor average people. In keeping with his
earlier celebratory paintings of female athletes,
Stegner’s subject is heroically muscular, her
arms and shoulders impressively large and her
waist narrow.

Exaggerated further by foreshortening, her
self-possessed power invites a re-reading of the
enormous knife stuck upright in the dome of






