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Lehmann Maupin Seoul will present Alchemy in Real Life, featuring new paintings by artist David Salle 
from his Tree of Life series. The artist’s fourth exhibition with the gallery and first with Lehmann Maupin 
in Seoul will feature eight of Salle’s newest paintings, created during the course of the pandemic. Born 
in 1952 and raised in Wichita, Kansas, Salle attended California Institute of Arts (CalArts) in Los Angeles, 
receiving a B.F.A. in 1973 and an M.A. in 1975. A member of the influential Pictures Generation, Salle 
combines popular, or commercial imagery  with images made from direct observation, as well as a range 
of art historical references to create a personal pictorial language. His work features a sophisticated and 
highly intuitive approach to composition, one that suggests new associations and relationships between 
familiar (or un-familiar) subjects. Salle’s multi-layered works do not rely on subject matter alone, 
however—his paintings pack an immediate formal impact and present multiple points of entry for the 
viewer. Built to draw the eye through and across the picture plane, they reward close looking and 
prolonged contemplation. 
  
The paintings in Salle’s Tree of Life series feature vignettes of men and women in the midst of various 
interpersonal interactions. The style of Salle’s figures recall the cartoons of Peter Arno, who rose to 
prominence during the Depression era and revitalized single panel cartooning while working for the New 
Yorker Magazine. Arno’s distinctive style and one line captions brimmed with social satire, and were 
often aimed at America’s upper class. Many of the figures in Salle’s Tree of Life series appear to be in 
the middle of conversation, and the viewer can almost hear the next line of dialogue captioning the 
paintings—much like an Arno cartoon. In Tree of Life #26, a glum man in a large overcoat and crumpled 
hat appears to have stopped a woman dressed smartly in a strapless dress, bejeweled necklace, and 
large fur coat. The figures’ grisaille tones contrast sharply with the bright blue background and red, 

David Salle, Tree of Life #26, 2021. Oil and acrylic on linen 
67 x 50 inches (170.2 x 127 cm) 



 

 

leafless tree in the center of the work, and the overall impression is of cold winter’s night, the hand-
drawn flowers in the lower left corner appearing as ghostly shadows of their summer selves. The viewer 
seems to have stumbled upon these two figures at a critical juncture—perhaps the woman has just 
noticed the man behind her, or he has just called out to her while stepping out from a shadow. In this 
and other works in the series, the ambiguous relationship between the subjects and the sometimes 
madcap situations in which they have found themselves ensures that the full story remains just beyond 
our grasp. As is so often the case with Salle’s work, we are unable to completely decipher the narrative 
at play in each painting—we can almost, but not quite discern what might have come just before or 
what will come just after the scenes depicted in each work. 
  
Trees figure throughout Alchemy in Real Life, vertically bisecting the canvas in most paintings and often 
obscuring the subjects and settings. Typically, a single tree acts as a visual divide or barrier  between 
the sexes, men on one side, women on the other—a formal device that  references Tarot imagery as 
well as  historical representations of the Garden of Eden. In many religious, philosophical, and 
mythological traditions, the Tree of Life is imagined as the support for all creation—here, it overlays the 
action in each piece, presenting a throughline across the series and imparting a certain timelessness to 
the otherwise period-specific clothing and pictorial style of the subjects. One of Salle’s innovations in 
this series is to represent—in the same painting—the tree both above and below ground. The roots of 
each tree occupy the lower third of the composition, often  in a separate panel  directly beneath  the 
larger canvas. This lower panel takes on a range of meanings. Broadly speaking, it is the “subconscious” 
of the painting, or a representation of our collective history; simply put, it represents the past, or ‘how 
we got here’. In these panels, Salle’s penchant for, and skill at, relational composition, as well as his 
imagistic resourcefulness reaches new heights, The roots of the various trees are shown intermixed with 
ladders, worms, and human heads, torsos, and hands, as well as passages of “pure” abstraction , and 
these panels privilege  Salle’s other highly recognizable, signature attributes—his strong, vibrant color 
palette and confident line. As Salle himself has written in his highly acclaimed essays, it is how 
something is painted, as much as what is painted that is the key to unlocking a painting’s meaning, and 
nowhere is this more apparent than in these paintings. That is, simply put, Alchemy in Real Life. 
 
About the Artist 
David Salle (b. 1952, Norman, Oklahoma; lives and works in New York). Salle received both a BFA and 
an MFA from the California Institute of Arts, Los Angeles (1973 and 1975). Solo exhibitions of his work 
have been organized at the Dallas Contemporary, Dallas (2015); Arts Club of Chicago, Chicago (2014); 
Metropolitan Opera House, New York (2012); Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Monterrey, Mexico 
(2000); Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam (1999); Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung, Ludwig, Vienna 
(2000); Museo d’Arte Contemporanea Castello di Rivoli, Turin, Italy (2000); and the Guggenheim 
Museum Bilbao, Spain (1999). In 1987, at age 34, Salle was the youngest artist ever to be honored with 
a mid-career survey exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art. Select group exhibitions 
featuring his work include Before/On/After: William Wegman and California Conceptualism, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York (2018); Zeitgeist, Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art Geneva, 
Switzerland (2017); Fast Forward: Paintings from the 1980s, Whitney Museum of American Art, New 
York (2017); Third Space/Shifting Conversations About Contemporary Art, Birmingham Museum of Art, 
Alabama (2071); Unfinished Business: Paintings from the 1970s and 1980s by Ross Bleckner, Eric Fischl, 
and David Salle, Parrish Art Museum, Water Mill, NY (2016); Inspired by True-Life Events, CAC Malaga, 
Spain (2016); America is Hard to See, Whitney Museum of American Art, New York (2015); This Will 
Have Been: Art, Love, & Politics in the 1980s, Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago; Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis, and the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston (2012); and The Pictures Generation, 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York (2009). His work is in numerous international public and private 
collections including Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris; Los Angeles County Museum of Art; The 



 

 

Museum of Modern Art, New York; Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam; Tate Modern, London; and the 
Walker Art Center, Minneapolis. 
 
Salle is also a prolific writer on art. His essays and reviews have been published in Artforum, Art in 
America, Modern Painters, and The Paris Review, as well as in numerous exhibition catalogs and 
anthologies. A recent volume of Salle’s collected essays, How to See, was published by W.W. Norton 
in October 2016. 

About Lehmann Maupin  
Rachel Lehmann and David Maupin co-founded Lehmann Maupin in 1996 in New York. Since 
Inception, Lehmann Maupin has served as a leading contemporary art gallery with locations in the 
U.S., Europe, and Asia. For over 25 years, Lehmann Maupin has been instrumental in introducing 
international artists in new geographies and building long-lasting curatorial relationships. Known for 
championing diverse voices, the gallery’s program proudly features artists whose work challenges 
notions of identity and shapes international culture. Today, the gallery has locations in New York, 
Hong Kong, Seoul and London, as well as a team in mainland China. In the past year with growing 
opportunities in new markets, the gallery has opened seasonal spaces in Aspen, Palm Beach, Taipei, 
and Beijing. 

 
Media inquiries:  

Sarah Levine, Global Director of Marketing & Communications 
slevine@lehmannmaupin.com 

Alejandro Jassan, Associate Director of Press Relations 
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