
CHRIS BALLANTYNE

Chris Ballantyne began making murals as a display device against which to 

hang his studio paintings, enlarging or extending some aspect of their scenic 

motif into the panoramic backdrop for an exhibition. …and we will drift across 

the silver waves was his first stand-alone wallwork.

Ballantyne was born in Mobile, Alabama, in 1972. He has a BA in Painting 

from the University of South Florida and an MFA in Painting and Drawing from 

the San Francisco Art Institute. He lived and worked in San Francisco until 

recently moving to Brooklyn in 2007. Ballantyne had solo exhibitions at the 

Cheekwood Museum of Art, Nashville, the San Francisco Art Institute and the 

Santa Barbara Contemporary Arts Forum, all in 2005. His work has also been 

included in several group exhibitions in the United States and Europe, including 

Fresh Paint, Phoenix Art Museum in 2004 and the 2006 California Biennial, 

Orange County Museum of Art. His paintings are included in the collections 

of the Museum of Modern Art and the Whitney Museum of American Art. In 

2005 Ballantyne was awarded a grant from the Joan Mitchell Foundation.
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and this picture. People brought that up when they saw the work while I was 

painting it, but that wasn’t my intent. I was making sense of my own experi-

ences of displacement, within a broader culture of transience, having moved 

around throughout my childhood in a military family, in this depiction of houses 

that are floating – more a sense of place or a lack of sense of place.

BP: There’s generally an ordinariness to your imagery, but it still clearly arises 

from your imagination. While things appear plausible, there’s something a little 

bit preposterous, too, going beyond what is reasonable.

CB: I like to approach painting with a little bit of humour and absurdity, even 

though I compose a believable representation (fig. 2, 6) These floating houses 

are something you could have on a lake, but I tried to make them look as if 

they were out on the ocean or drifting near the ocean’s edge, where there are 

waves and a lulling sense of rocking going on underneath the houses.

BP: Even though they are imaginary scenarios, do you consider them to have 

some sort of specific location?

CB: I don’t like to get too specific to a region, but I often research photographs 

online. I’ll have an idea for a painting and I’ll Google something like houseboats

or booms, which I plan to use in the painting. I do a little visual research to find 

something that fits with the idea (figs. 4, 5).

BP: You’ve lived almost all of your life in coastal regions.

CB: Yes. My dad was in the Coast Guard. We lived all through the southern 

parts of the U.S. – California, the Gulf and mid-Atlantic areas.

BP: What does water mean to you?

CB: Literally, we’re made up of eighty percent water at birth. But it’s this kind of 

constantly shifting substance. My pleasure in surfing plays into my artwork that 

way. I can just go down to the ocean and watch waves, because every day it’s 

different. Every time you’re in the water, it’s different and constantly changing.

BP: One of the things about water is that there’s a great deal of mystery or 

even danger below the surface. Here you painted a sea that is relatively non-

threatening and the homes are reassuring, too.

CB: I think water does hold both those sensibilities. You feel its potential to be 

stormy even though it’s relatively calm. When you look at this painting, you 

notice the hint of underlying waves. Even that’s enough to be disconcerting.

Chris Ballantyne
Interviewed by Ben Portis

BP: As I observe the creation of a new wallwork, I always wonder what the 

artist envisioned in advance and what you decide or learn while painting it. 

How does it come together?

CB: I almost don’t know what I imagine. I look at it thinking about paintings that 

I’ve worked on, or worked on more recently, in the studio. Prior to coming to 

the AGO, I had a couple of ideas, given the photographs and dimensions that 

you had given me for the room and the artwork that was across from it (fig. 1). 

Then once I get into the space, I begin to know. This time I had more than one 

idea and settled on these houseboats, which seemed appropriate in the same 

room with Raymond Pettibon’s wave image.

BP: There is a widescreen scale that you get on a wall. We’re used to seeing 

movies or panoramas where a scene can be part of something that goes on 

and on. Would you consider yourself to be depicting part of a greater whole or 

a specific imaginary place?

CB: In this instance, I definitely wanted the feeling that it would keep going on, 

and I tried to get at that by having parts of the houses and structures cover the 

corners of the rooms and go onto the other walls, without actually having the 

whole scene spread out, without literally painting it in. And also the repetition 

of similarity between the houses that are floating, too, give the sense that there 

are other ones, that they continue, like part of a neighbourhood.

BP: …part of a system. And you have the meandering line of the boom, which 

also expresses distance. What do you think of when you see something like 

a boom in real life?

CB: When I’ve seen them in some photographs or in reality, it was always a mini 

oil spill or something like that, where they were trying to contain something. In 

this case I was envisioning it as a kind of fence or division. There’s an attempt 

at cordoning off an area that’s simply fluid, given the water – an attempt at 

controlling this liquid space.

BP: In other images of your art, I noticed that you often take scenes that 

might be considered contested or provocative with respect to disruption of 

nature or signs of voracious urban environments growing beyond control. 

Yet you tend to pull back a little, so it’s not so judgmental. Is that an artistic 

position, or do you see things going back and forth across fluctuating, 

unsettled boundaries in the environment?

CB: I approach my work more as social commentary rather than making it 

something politically pointed. Nevertheless, with Hurricane Katrina or even the 

tsunami in the Indian Ocean, you see connections between specific events 
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Chris Ballantyne (American, born 1972), 
“ … and we will drift across the silver waves”, 
2006, graphite, acrylic and latex paint. 
Installation view, Art Gallery of Ontario, 
Toronto, January 2006. Courtesy of Peres 
Projects, Los Angeles and Berlin. Photo: 
Sean Weaver, Photographic Resources, 
AGO. © 2007 Chris Ballantyne.

Installation in progress. Photos: Craig Boyko, 
Photographic Resources, AGO.

Fig. 1

Chris Ballantyne (American, born 1972), 
Sketch for “ … and we will drift across the 
silver waves” (detail), 2006, ink on paper, 
11.5 x 16.5 cm. Courtesy 
of the artist. © 2007 Chris Ballantyne.

Fig. 2

Chris Ballantyne (American, born 1972), 
Untitled Office (Citadel), 2006, acrylic on 
panel, 121.9 x 91.4 cm. Collection credit 
line? Photo: John White, courtesy of the 
artist.
© 2007 Chris Ballantyne.

Fig. 3

Installation view, California Biennial, Orange 
County Museum of Art, 2006. Photo: Chris 
Bliss, courtesy of the artist.

Figs. 4, 5

Snapshots of a lifted home and the jetty at 
Half Moon Bay, used by the artist as image 
references. Photos: Chris Ballantyne.
© 2007 Chris Ballantyne.
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have new possibilities and significance. You can look at a chain-link fence and 

might not see property necessarily, but another kind of structure or surface to 

be reworked and given a new meaning.

CB: That’s a good point. I’ve never been incarcerated or in a jail, but maybe it’s 

something I wanted to climb over when I was a kid, just to get to the other side. 

It limits a place, a park or a schoolyard. Now as a painter, I can take that and 

re-appropriate the chain-link fencing in a different way, for example, maybe a 

kind of maze that can be seen through but not necessarily to the way out. 

BP: There’s a really important generation of American artists, such as Robert 

Smithson, Dan Graham, Gordon Matta-Clark, for whom all of these modular 

homes on the fringes-of-the-fringes of metropolitan areas were sites of cri-

tique, not just of the ways that we live, but the ways things were built and the 

ways we put value on art or beauty, or degrade those values. Their works often 

had a humorous element to them, although that gets overlooked sometimes. 

…and we will drift across the silver waves also invokes the exuberant spirit 

of Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s Running Fence, cutting across Sonoma and 

Marin counties in California and into the Pacific Ocean. Do you feel a connec-

tion with that kind of art?

CB: Looking at works by Gordon Matta-Clark, I find myself thinking about these 

houses also as formal objects. He literally saw just a house that could be cut 

in parts. When he started to split this house into two halves, and you see the 

light in between (fig. 7), I connect with that. Although these subjects stand for 

certain ideals and values, they also become formal objects, in the case of my 

mural, repeated in a way that suggests manufacturing and less individuality 

than might normally be associated with houseboats.

 When I see works like Running Fence, there’s the element of scale and 

beauty in the landscape, but I also tend to think about how property is priva-

tized and made inaccessible especially along coastal areas in the U.S. (fig. 8). 

BP: There was a certain warning aspect to those artists working in the 1960s 

and ′’70s. Now we see that things have come to pass, and we have to make 

a different reconciliation to that spoilage.

CB: We’ve continued sprawling out that way. Only now we’ve got huge resi-

dential neighbourhoods back to back. Theoretically, if we were to keep 

sprawling this way, eventually all of our cities would connect and all the land 

would be built out. Another suggestion that I had in mind with this piece was 

that you could literally continue building out into the water and keep seeing 

more houses. 

BP: Can you just briefly say something about where the title of the work comes 

from and what it suggests to you?

CB: It is a line from a song by The Handsome Family, which I was listening to 

in my studio. I found myself connecting with a lot of their lyrics, songs about 

anything from bottomless holes to, in this case, crossing the silver waves, be-

ing in these houses and just drifting. You imagine waking up one morning and 

being in a totally different place.

 

BP: When you envision these quirky landscapes, do you see them as having 

a kind of incarnate emotional state or attitude?

CB: I do, I want them to be open-ended, and to have a certain sense of calm. 

They might be considered meditative viewing and still they are...

BP: Resolute.

CB: Resolute, and, at the same time, a little uneasy.

BP: Could you just say something about how your working process unfolded 

here?

CB: Most times beforehand, in an installation, I’ve not had much time to actu-

ally do it. I had to come up with something more concrete in advance. This 

was a real treat, to be able to feel ideas out and really work with the room. It 

wasn’t until I actually sat in the space for a little while when things began to fall 

into place. I’d go back to my hotel room and continue thinking about it, even 

overnight, and keep working all those things out.

BP: How do you rate the work that you did here? Are you pleased with it?

CB: Yeah, I feel good about it. It’s always a little difficult to know exactly when 

it’s done; whether I’ve got everything in there to convey my feelings and ideas. 

This was a rare opportunity.

BP: When you came into the gallery, there was already another large work on 

the opposite wall by another artist from California, Raymond Pettibon. To what 

extent did you respond to that as a pre-existing condition?

CB: I definitely thought about it a lot. His work has a lot more visceral angst in 

it than mine does in the end, but then we both have this association with the 

water, too. It’s part of the background in California, part of the culture.

BP: When you do a painting and it takes you away from home, do you think 

about your images differently in, say, Toronto or Berlin? Do they have a different 

meaning there?

CB: Well, definitely everything changes in its context. I expect it might be a 

painting I would do at home, but when I get to a space, I react to things that are 

around or to the room itself. Sometimes it has to do just with the architecture or 

where the gallery is located or what the landscape is like where I’m doing it.

BP: There are similarities between the panel paintings you produce in your 

studio and the murals you produce for exhibitions. What are the connections 

and distinctions?

CB: Previously I almost always created murals for exhibitions after I’ve brought 

in a body of work from the studio. I’d come to the gallery space with the exist-

ing paintings and then make a jump in scale. It was literally just another painting 

that I’d make in situ, as a continuation of the studio works, which would be 

hung around or right on it. You’d only see it in the context of all those easel 

paintings, and after the show it would be painted out. In that case I was think-

ing mainly about the subjects that I had already worked with in the paintings 

(fig. 3). Where, in this case I’m creating the mural as a piece standing on its 

own, which is something new for me. 

BP: You have been involved with surfing and skateboarding. Do those some-

what renegade activities inform your relationship to open spaces and how you 

might transgress the proper norms of the art gallery?

CB: It definitely has an effect on me. I grew up partly in California. Living there 

when I was ten, twelve years old, I got into skateboarding and surfing, both of 

which I still do. Skateboarding really informed how I saw structures and archi-

tecture. You reinterpret the purpose of a drainage ditch. You construct ramps 

in the backyards of friends’ houses. Skateboarding led me to reinterpret the 

uses of everything I see in the landscape.

BP: You have a reductive graphic approach that simplifies forms, but also 

takes things to their essence. So a parking median or a railing or a stoop has 

a clearer cultural resonance.

CB: Parking curbs, for example, are like sculptural elements. I started thinking 

not only about how I used them for skateboarding, but also as these mod-

ernist structures, elements that once they’re stacked or rearranged become 

sculptural, too. 

BP: Let’s say a former generation devised and implemented all of these stan-

dard features of the suburban landscape. For a subsequent generation, they 

Fig. 6

Chris Ballantyne (American, born 1972),  
Untitled Plaza (Corner Towers), 2006, acrylic 
on panel, 121.9 x 91.4 cm. Collection credit 
line? Photo: John White, courtesy of the 
artist. © 2007 Chris Ballantyne.

Fig. 7

Gordon Matta-Clark (American, 1943–1978), 
Splitting, 1974, colour photograph, edition 
of 2, 68 x 99 cm. Courtesy of the Estate 
of Gordon Matta-Clark and David Zwirner, 
New York. © Estate of Gordon Matta-Clark / 
SODRAC (2007).

Fig. 8

Christo and Jeanne-Claude (Bulgar-
ian/American; French/American, both born 
1935), Running Fence, Sonoma and Marin 
Counties, California, 1972–76, 200,000 
square metres of nylon fabric, steel poles 
and steel cables, (H) 5.5 m x (L) 39.4 km. 
Photo: Jeanne-Claude. 
© Christo 1976.
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