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Custot Gallery Dubai is delighted to present Richard Höglund: Desert Octave, the first exhibition of the American artist in 
Dubai and the region, curated by Kamiar Maleki.

This new cycle of paintings is part of the lifelong series of dynamic works entitled Sea Pictures  
describing portraiture as gesture in time and inspired by modernist approaches to representing the human spirit.  
Höglund states that “with Sea Pictures, I wanted to indicate a man by his index; by his trace rather than his likeness.  
I wanted to indicate humanity through mark and measure”. Höglund was particularly inspired by William Wordsworth’s sonnet 
entitled Nuns Fret Not at their Convent’s Narrow Room in the development of Sea Pictures.

Desert Octave features a new direction in the artist’s practice where he explores working on linen with new materials such 
as Sahara sand mixed with bone dust. Höglund experiments the synergy between these natural media and their melodic 
interaction with spirituality, language and poetry. 

He remarks “I have never been to the Arabian Desert, though I have thought of it many times, most of my knowledge comes 
from an outsider. The romanticism of a place imagined has its own purity, in that it has not been tainted with experience. The 
title of the exhibition Desert Octave indicates the incomplete nature of the poetic endeavour.”

RICHARD HÖGLUND: DESERT OCTAVE
Curated by Kamiar Maleki 

Desert Octave VI, 2016 
Gold, lead, Sahara sand, titanium, cadmium, poppy oil, bone pulver, marble dust, and acrylic 

emulsions on linen 226 x 183 cm. Photo Credit: Philippe Servent
 

28 October - 4 December 2016
Opening Reception: Friday 28 October, 6-9 pm in the presence of the artist
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Custot Gallery Dubai is delighted to present Richard Höglund: Desert Octave
Dubai and the region, curated by Kamiar Maleki. 

This new cycle of paintings is part of the lifelong series of dynamic works entitled Sea Pictures describing portraiture as 
gesture in time and inspired by modernist approaches to representing the human spirit. Höglund states that “with Sea 
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melodic interaction with spirituality, language and poetry. He remarks “I have never been to the Arabian Desert, though 
I have thought of it many times, most of my knowledge comes from an outsider. The romanticism of a place imagined 
has its own purity, in that it has not been tainted with experience. The title of the exhibition Desert Octave indicates the 
incomplete nature of the poetic endeavour.”

Richard Höglund (b. 1982, USA) lives and works in Paris, France. 
Solo exhibitions and projects include: Ronchini Gallery, London (2016); Skaftfell, Seyðisfjörður, Iceland (2015); Tête, 
Berlin, Germany (2012); Dimensions Variable, Miami, USA (2012); Mamco, Geneva, Switzerland (2010); Gallery Diet, 
Miami, USA (2009); Le Salon du Dessin Contemporain, Paris, France (2008); La Chaufferie, Strasbourg, France (2006).
Höglund was awarded the Prix Jeune Création, Paris, France (2006) and has participated in several residency programs 

Switzerland (2010).
Höglund studied at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts and MIT in Boston, USA, and holds a MFA (DNSEP) obtained 
at the Haute école des arts du Rhin, in Strasbourg, France (2008). In 2013, Höglund was selected by Tacita Dean to 
participate in her workshop at the Fundación Botín in Santander.
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emulsions on linen 226 x 183 cm. Photo Credit: Philippe Servent
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Custot Gallery Dubai is delighted to present Richard Höglund: Desert Octave
Dubai and the region, curated by Kamiar Maleki. 

This new cycle of paintings is part of the lifelong series of dynamic works entitled Sea Pictures describing portraiture as 
gesture in time and inspired by modernist approaches to representing the human spirit. Höglund states that “with Sea 
Pictures, I wanted to indicate a man by his index; by his trace rather than his likeness. I wanted to indicate humanity 
through mark and measure”. Höglund was particularly inspired by William Wordsworth’s sonnet entitled Nuns Fret Not 
at their Convent’s Narrow Room in the development of Sea Pictures. 

Desert Octave features a new direction in the artist’s practice where he explores working on linen with new materials 
such as Sahara sand mixed with bone dust. Höglund experiments the synergy between these natural media and their 
melodic interaction with spirituality, language and poetry. He remarks “I have never been to the Arabian Desert, though 
I have thought of it many times, most of my knowledge comes from an outsider. The romanticism of a place imagined 
has its own purity, in that it has not been tainted with experience. The title of the exhibition Desert Octave indicates the 
incomplete nature of the poetic endeavour.”

Richard Höglund (b. 1982, USA) lives and works in Paris, France. 
Solo exhibitions and projects include: Ronchini Gallery, London (2016); Skaftfell, Seyðisfjörður, Iceland (2015); Tête, 
Berlin, Germany (2012); Dimensions Variable, Miami, USA (2012); Mamco, Geneva, Switzerland (2010); Gallery Diet, 
Miami, USA (2009); Le Salon du Dessin Contemporain, Paris, France (2008); La Chaufferie, Strasbourg, France (2006).
Höglund was awarded the Prix Jeune Création, Paris, France (2006) and has participated in several residency programs 

Switzerland (2010).
Höglund studied at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts and MIT in Boston, USA, and holds a MFA (DNSEP) obtained 
at the Haute école des arts du Rhin, in Strasbourg, France (2008). In 2013, Höglund was selected by Tacita Dean to 
participate in her workshop at the Fundación Botín in Santander.
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Richard Höglund (b. 1982, USA) 

Lives and works in Paris, France.

Solo exhibitions and projects include: Ronchini Gallery, London (2016); Skaftfell, Seyðisfjörður, Iceland 
(2015); Tête, Berlin, Germany (2012); Dimensions Variable, Miami, USA (2012); Mamco, Geneva, 
Switzerland (2010); Gallery Diet, Miami, USA (2009); Le Salon du Dessin Contemporain, Paris, France 
(2008); La Chaufferie, Strasbourg, France (2006).

Group exhibitions include: Villa Iris, Santander, Spain (2013); Bob Rauschenburg Gallery, Fort Myers, 
USA (2013); New World School of the Arts, Miami, USA (2011); Bakehouse Art Complex, Miami, USA 
(2010); Musée de l’Oeuvre Notre Dame, Strasbourg, France (2007); National Art Gallery, Sofia, Bulgaria 
(2007); La Bellevilloise, Paris, France (2006); and Mumok, Vienna, Austria (2006). 

Höglund was awarded the Prix Jeune Création, Paris, France (2006) and has participated in several 
residency programs including Villa Ruffieux, Sierre, Switzerland (2013), Cannonball, Miami, USA (2012) 
and Villa Bernasconi, Geneva, Switzerland (2010).

Höglund studied at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts and MIT in Boston, USA, and holds a MFA 
(DNSEP) obtained at the Haute école des arts du Rhin, in Strasbourg, France (2008). In 2013, Höglund 
was selected by Tacita Dean to participate in her workshop at the Fundación Botín in Santander.
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INTERVIEW

RICHARD HÖGLUND 

What kind of works will be on show at Custot Gallery 
Dubai? 

I am exhibiting a cycle of paintings entitled Desert Octave. 
There are eight large and eight small paintings in this cycle, 
which is a continuation of a larger project entitled Sea Pictures. 
Sea Pictures is a life-long exploration of universal elements in 
portraiture, one of which is Time. Sea Pictures are a way for me 
to leave behind a wake of language. In this case, the language 
integrated into the picture plane is concerned with trying to 
imagine a voyage through the desert having never been. 
 

Tell us more about the series Desert Octave – by 
using the word ''Octave’’ is there a link with music?

Yes, among other links. 

I used the term octave because it is a junction of many of the 
ideas that went into making the pictures. The octave describes 
a scale in western music: a unit but also a range that could 
theoretically be repeated in infinitely higher or lower pitches. The 
Octave is both a mirror and an opposition, like the Sublime. 
When you watch the horizon, you see an infinite thing that 
appears definite and thus reflects your finite self. The octave 
is also associated with Hellenic notions of perfection in nature, 
and how Man may relate to the Cosmos. When you watch the 
horizon, light changes and time becomes very strong in your 
mind. The infinite nature of Nature reminds you of your finitude. 

However, when I had developed the title I was thinking 
more about poetry; the octave as the first eight lines of 
a Petrarchan sonnet. These eight lines set a stage that 
would be modified by an event arriving suddenly at the 
beginning of the closing sextet. I wanted to think about 
the lines before an event, an unfinished body of work, 
or work made for a place that I have never seen. I made 
the octave but the sextet remains unmade. 

You have a special interest in literature and 
linguistics – can you explain how you translate 
this onto the canvas as an artist, especially as 
a painter?  What role does language play in 
the way you work?

When I was about 15 years old, I studied poetry with 
an Irish literature professor who taught in my high 
school. He repeated over and over again TS Eliot’s 
famous line, “Genuine poetry can communicate before 
it is understood.” A few years later, I took a course on 
semiology at MIT and discovered CS Peirce and French 
Theory from the 60s. What I gathered from Barthes 
& Derrida was that language – or even just a sign – 
could communicate before it is understood. I have 
been interested in the visual impact of the trace, the 
sketch, and the handwritten word ever since. Integrating 

language in the picture plane was not a difficult concept.

Drawing and writing is essentially the same act. In different 
cultures, the word and the world have different rapports. The 
iconoclastic practices of Islamic culture have given us superb 
demonstrations of the written word as a powerful visual 
element, and the inscription of the sacred into architectures is 
just one example of this. In ancient Egypt, Thoth is credited with 
inventing writing but also History. 

You’ve explored the impossibility of representing 
the element of the ‘Sublime’ before in your work.  
How much has Romanticism in its very broad sense 
influenced you? Do you see yourself inspired by 
certain artists or poets of a particular period?

Sadly, the romantic notion of the Sublime, championed by 
Edmund Burke, is no longer terribly pertinent. There is no clear 
division between an industrialis(ing/ed) urban environment and 
an idyllic & feral natural environment. Ecological crisis is general 
and global, not localised and escapable. I have explored the 
impossibility of representing the sublime, but that doesn’t mean 
I have abandoned trying to procure it in a picture plane. 

William Wordsworth’s ode to the sonnet form, Nuns fret not at 
their convents narrow room, is an ode to a greater phenomenon 
that drives all artistic practice worth its salt. My Sublime may 
be more that of Longinus than that of Burke, so my influences 
are less Romantic and more rooted in the work of those that 
could extract ecstasy from seeking to understand the world and 

Desert Octave III, 2016
Gold, lead, Sahara sand, titanium, cadmium, poppy oil, bone pulver, marble dust, and acrylic 
emulsions on linen, 226 x 183 cm
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man’s place therein. As such, my influences are 
not specific to any given period. 

I am influenced by the history of mapmaking, by 
the substructures in Albrecht Dürer’s etchings; by 
the rebus-like carvings and papyri in Egypt from the 
New Kingdom through to the Ptolemaic Kingdom, 
but also pre-dynastic Nagada jars; by the way the 
drawings and writings interweave in the notebooks 
of Leonardo da Vinci, Charles Sanders Peirce, 
and Paul Valéry, et al; by illuminations and book-
making in both Catholic and Islamic traditions, by 
the interest of Ezra Pound in Chinese ideograms 
as the ideal poetic form; by the interest of Brice 
Marden in oriental writing systems; by the way 
painters in America after World War II believed that 
something essential and great could be accessed 
through painting (especially Agnes Martin and 
Mark Rothko because they taught me that painting 
could be a generous act even though it is a solitary 
practice).  This list is not exhaustive..

Romanticism is generally not something I like to 
think about because it seems fruitless and idle 
today. However, there are two great romantic 
influences of a contemporary, and thus post-
Romantic period that I greatly respect and admire, 
and they knew each other. Tacita Dean went 
to meet Cy Twombly in Rome before going to 
photograph his studio in Gaeta. When she found 
him in a Roman café, he was reading Keats. He looked up, 
and said, “Nobody reads this stuff anymore”. I may not have it 
verbatim, but the point is that he lamented the slow death of his 
raw material. I look at his work, and I see a graveyard. I read the 
names, maybe I recognise one, maybe I don’t. If you could see 
all of the work at once, it would be a sea of names from the past, 
all the power of all the stories that made western civilisation what 
it was. 

One can see, however, that as much as by this nostalgic 
romanticism, his self-imposed exile was driven by the same 
thing that drove Forgael over the brink in Yeats’ The Shadowy 
Waters. Even Barthes was attracted to something romantic about 
Twombly’s work, which he lauds in his essay Non multa sed 
multum. Tacita, I believe, suffers from the same forgaelic drive, 
and at the same time laments the slow death of film, her primary 
medium.  She and her friend Julie Mehretu (who made it possible 
for me to conceive of drawing the way that I now do) have made 
the greatest impact upon my work of anyone working today.

In this exhibition you mainly work with paint but do 
you like to practice with other mediums at all?

I love to write but I do most of it on Sea Pictures. I used to do 
a lot of performances that I would call performance readings. 
I stopped for awhile, but now I am working on another one. It 
involves reading a publication of poems by Rilke that I edited 
into new poems, and will use in conjunction with 55 drone-like 

Orphic Hymns that I have written for a choir of twenty voices. 

I make a lot of drawings on paper and this is perhaps my staple 
medium. Effectively synthesising drawing and painting is a long 
term project I am engaged in. Though I rarely use them in my 
work, I take a lot of photographs using older film media. I do 
less and less things that involve the use of a computer at some 
stage.

You incorporate organic materials such as sand into 
your works. Do you think that you are extracting 
their natural essence by transforming the materials 
into art that is fundamentally quite abstract at the 
end? Is there an intention behind this?

I don’t feel as though I extract their natural essence. 
What is important to me is to transform a material into 
something meaningful. When Frank Lloyd Wright built a 
house, he took wood, stone, and other natural materials from 
the area surrounding the building project in order to create a 
meaningful bond between the home and the place it was built. 
Those materials would be transformed into modernist forms/
geometries that had a meaningful relationship to the human 
body.

Sea Picture XLVI, 2016
Silver, lead, titanium, cadmium, shell, poppy oil, bone pulver, marble dust, diatomaceous 

earth, and acrylic emulsions on linen, 226 x 183 cm
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When I put Sahara sand in a painting, and you know it is in 
there, you think about the Sahara, whatever you may know 
about it. When I put bone dust in a painting, you think about 
bones, and maybe about death. When I put marble dust in a 
painting, you think about marble, and maybe about classicism, 
civilisation, something ancient, a nice countertop, what-have-
you; it is different for everyone. These materials individually have 
meaning, and combined become a kind of conceptual allegory. 

This idea is not such a stretch in our time. When one visits the 
allegorical pictures in a European museum, it is clear that those 
pictures, to be understood, require great understanding of the 
symbols in the painting, of their significance as individual signs 
and as a cosmology of signs. This is how one is able to “read” 
a Poussin, for example. After modernism, it became standard 
practice in art schools to justify seemingly intuitive or abstract 
decisions with contextual information found outside the painting 
itself. With time it will be equally as difficult to read a Kandinsky 
as it will be to read a Poussin. However, both will hint towards 
something very human, and their universal qualities will shine 

brighter as their conceptual or intended meaning atrophies. 

It will always be possible to detect the composition of these Sea 
Pictures, (provided the science of restoration does not enter 
into a sudden dark age) and their meaning will be both steady 
(universal) and fragile (subjective). Time is in the picture, and 
acts on the picture and its materials the same way it acts on 
culture and language. 

Sea Picture LXVII, 2016
Silver, lead, titanium, poppy oil, bone pulver, marble dust, and acrylic emulsions on linen

226 x 183 cm
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Custot Gallery Dubai, founded by Stéphane Custot, opened in 
March 2016 in the heart of Alserkal Avenue, the city’s hub for arts.

The gallery showcases modern and contemporary artists such as  
Josef Albers, Chu Teh-Chun, Ian Davenport, Jean Dubuffet,  
Nicolas de Staël, Barry Flanagan, Peter Halley, Robert Indiana,  
Jedd Novatt, Marc Quinn, Pablo Reinoso, James Rosenquist,  
Pierre Soulages, Frank Stella and Bernar Venet.

Custot Gallery Dubai represents the European and American 
artists Nick Brandt, Ian Davenport, Richard Höglund,  
Jedd Novatt, Marc Quinn, Pablo Reinoso, Bernar Venet,  
Fabienne Verdier and the Estates of Barry Flanagan and  
Robert Indiana.

CUSTOT GALLERY DUBAI

Alserkal Avenue | Unit No. 84
Street 6A, Al Quoz 1
Dubai, U.A.E
Saturday - Thursday: 10 am - 7 pm

Twitter: @CustotDubai
Facebook: CustotGalleryDubai
Instagram: @custotdubai
Website: custotgallerydubai.ae
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emulsions on linen 226 x 183 cm. Photo Credit: Philippe Servent
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Custot Gallery Dubai is delighted to present Richard Höglund: Desert Octave
Dubai and the region, curated by Kamiar Maleki. 

This new cycle of paintings is part of the lifelong series of dynamic works entitled Sea Pictures describing portraiture as 
gesture in time and inspired by modernist approaches to representing the human spirit. Höglund states that “with Sea 
Pictures, I wanted to indicate a man by his index; by his trace rather than his likeness. I wanted to indicate humanity 
through mark and measure”. Höglund was particularly inspired by William Wordsworth’s sonnet entitled Nuns Fret Not 
at their Convent’s Narrow Room in the development of Sea Pictures. 

Desert Octave features a new direction in the artist’s practice where he explores working on linen with new materials 
such as Sahara sand mixed with bone dust. Höglund experiments the synergy between these natural media and their 
melodic interaction with spirituality, language and poetry. He remarks “I have never been to the Arabian Desert, though 
I have thought of it many times, most of my knowledge comes from an outsider. The romanticism of a place imagined 
has its own purity, in that it has not been tainted with experience. The title of the exhibition Desert Octave indicates the 
incomplete nature of the poetic endeavour.”

Richard Höglund (b. 1982, USA) lives and works in Paris, France. 
Solo exhibitions and projects include: Ronchini Gallery, London (2016); Skaftfell, Seyðisfjörður, Iceland (2015); Tête, 
Berlin, Germany (2012); Dimensions Variable, Miami, USA (2012); Mamco, Geneva, Switzerland (2010); Gallery Diet, 
Miami, USA (2009); Le Salon du Dessin Contemporain, Paris, France (2008); La Chaufferie, Strasbourg, France (2006).
Höglund was awarded the Prix Jeune Création, Paris, France (2006) and has participated in several residency programs 

Switzerland (2010).
Höglund studied at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts and MIT in Boston, USA, and holds a MFA (DNSEP) obtained 
at the Haute école des arts du Rhin, in Strasbourg, France (2008). In 2013, Höglund was selected by Tacita Dean to 
participate in her workshop at the Fundación Botín in Santander.

PRACTICAL INFORMATION

Nick Brandt, Wasteland with Elephant, 2015
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