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ART

In Flux
Life is shaped by invisible forces, some spiritual and

some societal. Shannon Cartier Lucy’s new, ambiguous

paintings get to the heart of the matter.

Words by Tara Anne Dalbow

June 10, 2026

Shop Newsletter

Shannon Cartier Lucy, Bucket of Birds, 2026. Photography by Nik Massey. Image courtesy of Night Gallery

and the artist.

Earlier this year, Shannon Cartier Lucy’s chickens began dying in her arms. She’d had them for five
years, caring for their small, vulnerable bodies with the same careful attention she brings to most
aspects of her life. One by one, they went, some from disease, others from old age. “It was
profound,” says the painter. “They were my companions, my friends.” Along with her flock, she
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tends her three dogs, a pair of mourning doves that roost outside her bedroom window, and the
sprawling gardens she’s planted around her Nashville home: overgrown wisteria vines, climbing
roses, flowering trees, berry brambles, and vegetable plots. Nearness to nature and room to foster
it were no small part of what led Lucy back to her hometown in 2015, after nearly two decades in
New York City and Los Angeles.

For Lucy, the joy of raising animals is inseparable from the knowledge that one day she will lose
them. “This show is all about my proximity to these beings,” she says of “Bucket of Birds,” now
open at Night Gallery in LA. Far from earnest elegies, the resulting Kodachrome-saturated
canvases are radiant and repellent, charged with the ambiguity that’s long been her idée fixe. In
Duckhead, 2026, a woman pries at a decollated duck bill as she might a lobster claw; in Mourning
Doves, 2026, a pair of pearlescent doves are held against a pale chest with unmistakable
tenderness. “I’m deliberately trying to provoke a feeling of discomfort, excitement, fear, anxiety,”
she explains.

Shannon Cartier Lucy, The Rooster, 2026. Photography by Nik Massey. Image courtesy of Night Gallery and

the artist.

Seated at a wobbly cafe table in a sun-mottled courtyard in Silver Lake, hours before her opening,
Lucy is buoyant and disarmingly candid. She moves easily between childhood memories and
questions of fate, catharsis, and cognitive dissonance. The contradiction at the heart of the show,
she explains, is one she lives with daily: Our need to eat animals to survive is bound up in an
industrialized slaughterhouse that most of us would rather not imagine. It’s easier to dissociate the
tin pail of sundered beaks in Bucket of Birds, 2026, from the slab of meat surrounded by pommes
frites in Steak and Eggs, 2026, than it is to abide with their continuity. Even so, the artist asks
herself, and us, if only momentarily, to stop looking away.  
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To begin a new work, Lucy usually leaves the studio for a coffee shop, initiating what she considers
a kind of ritual. There, she scrolls through the thousands of images on her laptop gathered over
the course of her career. When she lands on a visual she can’t easily dismiss, she combines it with
elements from other files, creating a chimerical collage in Photoshop that she tweaks until she
feels a visceral jolt.  Only then does she render it in paint. “It’s not cerebral,” she says of the
process. “I can’t tell you why I made these decisions, or even why it made me feel the way it did.
It’s entirely in the body until after it’s finished, when I can establish some distance.” 

Shannon Cartier Lucy, Steak and Eggs, 2026. Photography by Nik Massey. Image courtesy of Night Gallery

and the artist.

The studio offers a way to dredge up unresolved pain, as if from the bottom of a well, let it move
through the body, and emerge transfigured. “Painting for me is a kind of prayer,” she says. Though
Lucy wasn’t raised with religion, this embodied intuition has a spiritual register. She earned a
master’s degree in psychotherapy from the University of Tennessee, and her training shows in the
way she speaks about memory and the subconscious. Likewise, her experience growing up with a
father who had schizophrenia may have sharpened her sensitivity to the unstable border between
perception and reality. Still, she refrains from turning the paintings into case studies. Their
emotional force comes from what they withhold.  

For all that private intensity, the paintings arrive as invitations. “It’s really about communication,”
says the artist. “I want people to draw on their own experiences and emotions, not be directed by
mine.” For this reason, she relies on a classical, even nostalgic color palette and omits signs of time
period or social circumstance. Lucy also often depicts figures without faces or heads, leaving a
physical aperture for the viewer’s projections. She tells me how her partner of eight years calls this
impulse “populist,” a description she accepts with pleasure. Beauty, she adds, is another way of
seducing the viewer. 

Shannon Cartier Lucy, The Yard, 2026. Photography by Nik Massey. Image courtesy of Night Gallery and the

artist.

No doubt, Lucy’s work has found an audience. In the nine years since her paintings began
circulating widely online, her distinct visual language, with its cinematic cropping, muted palette,
and psychic unease, has become a recognizable aesthetic in contemporary figurative painting. She
addresses the question of influence gingerly. “Maybe I tapped into something bigger that resonates
with others,” she says. “Either way, I’m happy for it.” What seems to have carried forward is a style
of imbuing the familiar with unresolved tension.

This charge often comes through juxtaposition—a cheerful macaroni necklace, the kind one might
make at summer camp, is wrapped around an adult woman’s naked waist; a pair of red lace
underwear is splayed atop an oven rack. Lucy similarly marshals constraint as a means of
estrangement. Leather belts, red ribbons, and rubber bands contort, brace, ensnare, and fold
bodies into positions of submission. Bondage, she explains, is less about the erotic than about
reckoning with the invisible forces that shape our lives: the cultural, economic, and psychological
structures we endure. Yet she insists her paintings are not political, but existential. 
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circulating widely online, her distinct visual language, with its cinematic cropping, muted palette,
and psychic unease, has become a recognizable aesthetic in contemporary figurative painting. She
addresses the question of influence gingerly. “Maybe I tapped into something bigger that resonates
with others,” she says. “Either way, I’m happy for it.” What seems to have carried forward is a style
of imbuing the familiar with unresolved tension.

This charge often comes through juxtaposition—a cheerful macaroni necklace, the kind one might
make at summer camp, is wrapped around an adult woman’s naked waist; a pair of red lace
underwear is splayed atop an oven rack. Lucy similarly marshals constraint as a means of
estrangement. Leather belts, red ribbons, and rubber bands contort, brace, ensnare, and fold
bodies into positions of submission. Bondage, she explains, is less about the erotic than about
reckoning with the invisible forces that shape our lives: the cultural, economic, and psychological
structures we endure. Yet she insists her paintings are not political, but existential. 

Shannon Cartier Lucy, Mourning Doves, 2026. Photography by Nik Massey. Image courtesy of Night Gallery

and the artist.

What she is after, in the end, is attention rather than resolution. The 20th-century philosopher
mystic Simone Weil, whom Lucy first discovered in her early twenties, described attention as the
rarest and purest form of generosity. Face-to-face with one of her canvases, a viewer might
practice, as one practices an étude, what is so difficult to sustain in daily life: the act of remaining
present with what cannot be fixed. “Because we’re conditioned to believe that staying in control
will keep us safe, ambiguity can feel inherently traumatic,” says Lucy. “I hope my painting can help
others shift their relationship to uncertainty and the unknown."

Shannon Cartier Lucy: Night Birds is on view through July 11, 2026, at Night Gallery at 2050
Imperial Street, Los Angeles, CA 90021
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Shannon Cartier Lucy, Mourning Doves, 2026. Photography by Nik Massey. Image courtesy of Night Gallery

and the artist.

What she is after, in the end, is attention rather than resolution. The 20th-century philosopher
mystic Simone Weil, whom Lucy first discovered in her early twenties, described attention as the
rarest and purest form of generosity. Face-to-face with one of her canvases, a viewer might
practice, as one practices an étude, what is so difficult to sustain in daily life: the act of remaining
present with what cannot be fixed. “Because we’re conditioned to believe that staying in control
will keep us safe, ambiguity can feel inherently traumatic,” says Lucy. “I hope my painting can help
others shift their relationship to uncertainty and the unknown."

Shannon Cartier Lucy: Night Birds is on view through July 11, 2026, at Night Gallery at 2050
Imperial Street, Los Angeles, CA 90021
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