
Incremental
Victoria May



Victoria May  Incremental
curated by Susan Aulik and Marlene Angeja

The Fourth Wall 
November 5, 2021– January 8 2022



Overleaf: installation view of Frequency, 2011, spring tempered steel, 
cotton, dimensions variable
Above: Titration (liquid), 2019, canvas, cotton, ink, thread, 12 x 12”
Right: Figments of Meg’s Kitchen, 2021, curtains, tablecloth, canvas,  
48 x 24”



Incremental
Interview of Victoria May by Marlene Angeja, 2021

The purpose of art is to impart the sensation 
of things as they are perceived and not as 
they are known. The technique of art is to 
make objects ‘unfamiliar’…

— Viktor Shklovsky

Bay Area/Los Angeles artist Victoria May uses a wide range of 
materials, often found or repurposed. She rips, cuts, gathers, 
and arranges fragments of fabric, rubber, felt, wire, etc. and sews 
them into strange, hybrid works. Through her mastery in sewing, 
she produces works which are funny, delicate, provocative, and 
uncanny. She has referred to them as “humorously crude and 
painstakingly delicate handwork interventions.” In Society of 
the Spectacle, Guy Debord wrote, “Since the spectacle’s job 
is to cause a world that is no longer directly perceptible to be 
seen via different specialized mediations, it is inevitable that it 
should elevate the human sense of sight to the special place 
once occupied by touch.” If culture numbs our capacity to 
perceive through its constant stream of images, it is the artist’s 
job to intervene. Victoria May’s ‘delicate handwork’ does this 
by involving the viewer’s sense of touch. We are confronted 
with physical textures and tensions, with objects that are 
simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar, works that are outside 
of language, that push our senses. 

Recently I had the privilege of interviewing Victoria. We talked 
about her background, recent work, and driving forces.

Fetish Study, 2014, stitched bicycle inner tube, stuffing, wood, 17 x 10 x 2”



Sewing seems to be foundational to your practice.  
When did you learn to sew?

I learned to sew when I was around ten years old. My mother 
sewed, but she always talked about how I quickly surpassed 
her skills. I was making these things that she wasn’t able to 
help me with by the time I was in high school. I would just 
have to figure it out on my own because there was no one else 
to consult with. It was the 80s, and there were all these cool 
Japanese designers, so it became a creative outlet for me. I 
would draw but I wasn’t a very good draftsman. I was much 
more excited about sewing and choosing fabrics and working 
with the clothing patterns and ultimately being able to wear 
it. As a kid, it was super empowering. We didn’t have a lot 
of money. These days it’s more expensive to sew your own 
clothes but back then it was cheaper. It’s interesting how my 
tastes changed over time. At the beginning of adolescence, 
you want all the stuff that everyone else has. And then when 
I learned to sew, I realized I can do something completely 
different and I don’t have to look like everybody else.

After high school you attended UCLA.  
What was your focus there?

I started UCLA as an undergrad in 1985. Of course, my parents 
didn’t want me to do art. They both have industrial design 
backgrounds. My parents are German. I’m first generation. 
They worked with companies that designed packaging and 
things like that, so they are both good with that sort of thing 
and made a lot of their own stuff. And that was hard-wired into 

Mound, 2016, fabric, screen printed polyester, acrylic on found canvas,  
30 x 24”



me — just to make things with what is around. They both grew 
up during the war so they didn’t have anything as children. So 
I chose to study design. At the time, the design curriculum was 
based on the Bauhaus, though I think it’s different now. I took 
a textile class right away. I probably gravitated towards that 
because of the sewing. That was my focus while I was there.

At what point did your focus shift towards art?

Well, I should say that all the textile classes I took were very arty 
because of the Bauhaus influence. There were mini courses in 
different fields and we were encouraged to try a lot of different 
things like printmaking, ceramics etc. It was a broad exposure. 
I also got to take a couple of graduate seminars taught by a 
recent MFA graduate so I got a sense of the conceptual aspect 
in art making. One thing I will never forget is Ann Hamilton’s 
show at the Temporary Contemporary (now the Geffen Center) 
in 1988. It consisted of three gigantic rooms, each with 
different themes and materials. In one of the rooms, the floor 
was entirely covered with metal Linotype strips and the walls 
were covered with algae.

In my junior year I did an Education Abroad Program in Germany. 
Sadly that university did not have art classes, so I couldn’t really 
proceed on that, but I went all over the place, visited museums 
and saw a lot of work in person that I would have never seen 
otherwise. I was able to visit the Dokumenta. That year was 
extremely educational for me in terms of art. Even though I 

Vlad’s Calculations, 2017, rubberized canvas, white charcoal
Overleaf left to right: The data lead to no clear conclusions, 2021, found 
fabrics, drop cloth, acrylic, 44 x 32”; All that remained of the settlement 
were rusted tin cans, 2021, found object, acrylic on organza, serigraphy 
on mylar, 34 x 20 x 10”





didn’t have any formal art education, it provided an infusion of 
what was happening at the time. I was seeing all these Gerhard 
Richters and Joseph Beuys and all the artists in the Dokumenta. 
It kind of blew my mind. I didn’t know what to do with it. I was 
just taking it all in. Then, when I got to grad school, I realized I 
had seen a lot of what we were being taught about.

Did you go right into grad school or take a break?

I worked at various jobs for seven years. I had moved to Santa 
Cruz after graduating UCLA and there was a job listed at a 
bridal boutique for a seamstress. I knew that was something 
I could do. So I got hired for the job and that is where I really 
honed my sewing skills. That is where I learned to make a 
pattern and do custom fitting. I did elaborate construction on 
those gowns, boning, beading, those kinds of things. At the 
time, I was taking photography classes at Cabrillo Community 
College. I didn’t feel my drawing skills were strong, but I could 
create imagery through photography. I was really earnest and 
serious about it and one of my teachers suggested that I go to 
grad school. A couple of my friends were going. It was a casual 
decision. I simply wanted more of a challenge.

When did sewing come back into your practice?

In grad school. I stopped enjoying the darkroom process 
and when you don’t enjoy a process, it’s all over. When I was 
working with photography, I would always make the photo into 
an object by tearing it or mounting it with other artifacts or 
other materials. So, to release myself from the image and just 

Navigation of Sorts, 2018, laser cut stained silk and brocade, screen 
printed polyester, embroidery floss, acrylic on found canvas, 30 x 24”



work with the materials was a huge liberation. I felt like there 
was a lot of permission at San José State to do that and I finally 
got introduced to Consuelo Jimenez Underwood, the head of 
Textiles in the art department. The work I started doing then 
felt so much easier and so much more authentic. And no one 
was saying, “You need to get back to photography.

You once described your work as “humorously crude and 
painstakingly delicate handwork interventions.” What does 
the word interventions mean to you in that context?

I often use existing, everyday materials and that’s why I think of it 
as intervention. So much of my process is about how a material 
behaves, what it wants to do on its own, what its properties are. 
My intervention might be an interruption of that or a facilitation 
of that, depending on what it is I want to express.

Do you think of that as political?

Yeah for sure. I think a lot about class and consumption. I came 
from modest means and I feel like so much of our family’s 
philosophy was about making do with what came around 
— it’s odd because I feel like I now carry that value almost 
obsessively. I have this minimalist philosophy that I’m not sure 
always comes across in my work. I’ve only become aware of it 
lately. I am critical of the excess that is so rampant in our times 
and the obsession with newness and constant upgrading. The 
humble and abject materials that I use are pointing to the 
opposite. All this excess and lavishness has its roots in very 
ordinary material and it’s often just through sheer labor that 
things become precious. The other political and social aspect 

Gestation, 2020, bicycle inner tubes, silk, wood, 14 x 10 x 1.25”



in my work is the history and/or connotation of the materials 
I select. It isn’t that the history of bicycles is so important but 
it’s more like — that tire, someone got around on that tire. I 
think about what that material did in its lifetime, how it served 
somebody. That’s important to me because I want to draw 
attention to all the things we take for granted that we don’t 
pay attention to.

Your work deals with contrasting materials and dichotomies 
like crude and delicate, hand and machine.

There is so much rationality and institutionalism and bureau-
cracy around us. That is why I’m so drawn to materials and a 
more haptic sensibility to offer respite from it and to put view-
ers back in touch with those qualities if they are not already. 
Or reinforce them. For me it is so much about the palpable 
response — the visceral response — and I often try to find the 
balance between repulsion and beauty. I often try different 
amounts of things in a piece to find that balance or the right 
connotations. Like which color thread will evoke the right gar-
ment reference or what kind of line quality will evoke a certain 
topography or anatomy. So yes, it is always about not being 
too pretty. In terms of striking that balance, Mark Bradford’s 
work comes to mind. It floors me! He’s just using detritus. 
He’s just using super humble ingredients and making these 
stunning works out of them and I love the fact that it hits you 
on a number of levels. You see the piece in its entirety and 
you are dazzled by the composition or the colors or texture 
and then you get up close and you get to see the archeology 
of that piece and for me it becomes even more exciting and 
the beauty overwhelms any repulsive element. Or the work 
of Dave Hammons; I saw his show in LA with all the tarps. He 

was just layering these old tarps. I guess he found them. They 
just become these lyrical, gorgeous paintings, but at the same 
time it’s like they are made of nothing — they’re made out of 
trash, things that would be cast aside. So I guess that’s the 
kind of beauty that interests me.

In your studio practice, when you are contending with  
all these different materials and trying to understand their 
histories and properties, what are the questions that  
haunt you?

Oh jeez, I care about every atom on this earth and want 
nothing to go to waste. I can be a little—a lot—obsessive. But 
of course I have to pick and choose. In terms of my conceptual 
process, I might first think about what kinds of connotations a 
material might have to a general public; Is it repulsive? Does it 
evoke a collective cultural memory for a certain group or many 
people? Is it seductive? Does it bring up conflicting reactions? 
Does it have a ubiquitous connotation already? Does it bring 
up ideas about certain kinds of labor or social roles? Can it 
have multiple reads?

At the same time, I wonder how any of the aforementioned 
ideas can intersect or aggregate with how I manipulate the 
material; piecing, layering, folding, stitching, embedding, 
tearing, pairing with opposites and so on. It’s a wordless dialog 
and exploration that continues through the production process.

Overleaf: Pressing Instructions, 2013, found garments, heat transfer,  
12 x 71”





Victoria May uses fabric and stitching as the basis for mixed-
media sculpture and installation that address the tenderness 
and absurdity in the human condition. She is an avid advocate 
for material re-use and for the recognition of the beauty in the 
ordinary. May received her MFA from San Jose State University 
and her BA from UCLA. In 2010 she received a Santa Cruz 
County Rydell Fellowship and in 2015 she was named an 
Artist Laureate by Silicon Valley Creates. Her work has been 
published in By Hand, Fiber Arts, and Surface Design Journal 
and on numerous art websites. Her work has been exhibited 
at the Santa Cruz Museum of Art & History, the Monterey 
Museum, the De Saisset Museum, Minnesota Street Project, 
the Headlands Center for the Arts, the Maloof Foundation, 
the San Jose Institute of Contemporary Art, and the Craft 
Contemporary in Los Angeles. She has had residencies 
at Jentel Arts in Wyoming and the Lucid Art Foundation in 
Inverness, CA. 

May exhibits nationally and internationally and has been 
represented by Conrad Wilde Gallery in Tucson, AZ and Don 
Soker in San Francisco. She has taught art at Cabrillo College 
and currently serves as Program Coordinator for the campus 
gallery. She has also taught a number of workshops including 
at Penland and the Oregon College of Art and Craft.
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Opposite: [f]utility box #2, 2013, canvas, museum board, thread, wire, 
iron oxide, 7.5 x 5 x 2”
Cover image: Wanting to use every last bit, 2021, denim from collected 
jeans, 68 x 30”




