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written by Lorie Lee Steiner

Surf’s up! Let’s hang ten… on the wall. Ten larger-
than-life canvases, side by side, owning the space. 
Americana; Pop Art; Retro Abstraction; Urban 
Mosaic – call it what you will, these seductive 
pieces of art embrace nature, sex, time and love 
with poetic resonance, yet they’re all part of a 
bigger picture. A riveting, ongoing portfolio from 
artist/philosopher Greg Miller, who sums up his 
life’s work in four words: “It’s all one painting.”  

Greg is an artist with a past – an enviable, 
surfer-boy past that shows no sign of waning. 
From California waves, to Texas ghost towns, to 
his nowadays New York studio in the woods, this 
is the stuff that movies are made of. In fact, he’s 
done that, too. Add film writer/producer to his 
repertoire; short docs he wrote and produced 
that debuted at Sundance Film Festival. Today, 
Greg’s youthful outlook and uninhibited honesty 
speak to a life well lived; built on genuine values, 
layered with adventure (and indulgence) and a 
deep passion for art. 

Born near Sacramento, California, Greg’s 
teenage years were swept up in the Venice Beach 
scene of the 1960s. He was that gorgeous dark-
haired dude the girls swooned over. He surfed, 
skied at Lake Tahoe, partied, and painted. “I 

had a great childhood, my parents taught me 
to follow my passion. Mom would say: ‘Forget 
school, go surfing, go skiing, create, do what you 
want.’ From the age of 10, I loved making art and 
always tried to follow my own vision. I wanted to 
be the storyteller of my generation. Even with all 
of today’s technology, you need to tell a good 
story. That has resonated with my work.” 

As idyllic as it seems, Greg’s laid-back early 
life was tinged with shadows. The only child of 
parents who endured the hardships of war, the 
Great Depression and poverty, he understands 
full well that their own talents and aspirations 
were set aside in lieu of a steady pay cheque 
and food on the table. “I think, when it's all said 

Artists to Collect: Greg Miller

"It’s All One Painting"



Arabella Summer Dreams 2016page 176 •

and done, my parents influenced me a lot. For 
my father, it was his inability to pursue his career 
as an actor in Los Angeles in the late ‘30s after 
World War II broke out. When he came back 
from overseas, an acting career wasn’t practical. 
So, he ended up working hard his whole life in 
a job he never wanted to do. I remember him 
going around the house when I was a kid, reciting 
Shakespeare as John Houston. Likewise, my mom 
was a self-taught artist who never got to pursue 
her craft. That really influenced me to hone in on 
my art career with great passion. It shaped the 
foundation for my process as an artist.” 

Business, Billboards & Beatniks
“Americana is my history,” Greg proclaims. “It’s in 
my soul… I’ve always been drawn to the leftovers 
of everyday culture; residue like old movie 

posters, billboards in tatters, bits of paper on 
the ground; paintings on the sides of buildings. 
This aspect of life has always been an influence in 
my work. I reflect what I see in watching people 
work really hard around the country. I’ve met so 
many amazing people from all walks of life – from 
the film industry, to veterans, career cowboys, to 
just average people making a living. All this has 
shaped my career.”

Coming of age in California in the midst of the 
feminist movement was an eye-opener. Greg 
was in his element in Squaw Valley attending art 
school. His teachers were Beatniks; ‘60s bands 
rocked the vibe and the girls were heavenly. More 
of the same followed at San Jose State in the Bay 
area, followed by grad school at UCLA in the ‘70s. 
In 1976, he scored a job as graphic designer for 
Paul Schimmel (former curator of MOCA in Los 
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Angeles). That’s when the great epiphany came… 
Art is a business.

“Paul asked me to do some graphic design 
work for the museum,” Greg recalls. “At that 
time, we had to do all the artwork by hand for the 
catalogues. No digital. I had to fly to New York 
to meet with the artists. At some point during 
these meetings I realized that being an artist is a 
business. It has structure, it’s serious.”

Greg’s first show was at the William Turner 
Gallery in LA in 1989, and they represent him to 
this day. Before that he had to hang his work in 
hallways wherever he could because his paintings 
were so big. Galleries wouldn’t commit to that 
much exhibition space, and refused to take him 
on. Did he ever consider going smaller? “No. My 
art doesn’t make sense if it’s too small. It needs 
the important scale.”

Lovin’ the Language
There’s a lyrical language to Greg Miller’s 
vignettes. Hieroglyphics of a sort. “I’m a 
contemporary cave painter,” he says, “in a cave 
with women, telling their stories. I paint about 
love from a contemporary aspect in a language 
that’s globally used today. I believe every woman 
can be a sexy hero. My work is abstract poetry 
with a positive message. It’s not sexist. It’s quite 
intricate inside – all the layering, textures, making 
the old new without you realizing it.”

Sourcing random visuals and advertising from 
vintage magazines, Greg chooses a single noun 
or verb for the focus of a piece. Like GOOD from 
GOOD YEAR TIRES. On a large foundation panel 
of canvas over aluminum stretchers, he paints the 
big subject. Perhaps an air-brushed woman from 
old pulp fiction. The “little bits” are real paper, 
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added layer by layer. Paintings 
on paintings. Encased in resin. 
Actually, surfboard resin. Leave 
it to the beach boy to respect the 
durability of that particular type of 
coating. Each painting takes months 
and months to complete. “There’s 
a push-and-pull girthiness to my 
work,” says Greg. “You could put all 
the paintings together as one, on a 
whole wall, if you had the room. One 
guy actually bought half a painting. 
It’s what he wanted.”

The piece called “LOOK” (as in 
LOOK magazine) was a nostalgic 
nod to the back wall of an old guy’s 
garage in the ‘40s, with magazine 
clippings, invoices, pin-ups. Greg 
recalls, “I did this giant painting, 
6ft. x 6ft., sanded it, and it sold right 
away. Then the buyer asked, “What 
else do you have?” and I said, “I 
don’t know.” And he said, “Good, 
let’s see that.” I didn’t know what 
to say – he thought I DON’T KNOW 
was the next title!”

Mom’s Story
“Living in Venice Beach, I absorbed 
the diverse aspects of everything 
around me; Hollywood and all the 
different people and cultures. When 
I was single, I worked and painted all 
day and went out every night. It was 
a wild time. Then I moved to New 
York, and a studio in the woods. It’s 
the light and the abstract aspect of 
the forest that have an influence on 
me now.”

Between LA and NY, there was a 
noteworthy sojourn to Texas. Greg 
and his wife wanted to escape the 
crazy California life, and moving 
his dear Mom (at 91) to an Austin 
retirement community highly 
recommended by family seemed 
just the ticket. Exploring old desert 
towns in the Lone Star State fed 
right into Greg’s penchant for history 
– places like Marfa, Texas where a 
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former army base was transformed into a massive 
art installation, initiated in the 1970s by minimalist 
Donald Judd.

Perhaps the biggest Texas tale came from 
Greg’s mother’s new seniors’ digs. “When Mom 
first arrived there, she met some little old ladies 
with real Texas accents. One of them asked, 
“What does your son do?” Mom said, “He’s an 
artist.” “Oh! Have you heard of Jennie Hughes? 
She lives here. Her son Fred started a magazine… 
and he was Andy Warhol’s manager.” Well, Mom 
and Jennie met and were best friends until Mom 
passed away two years ago at 96. Her secret to a 
long life? Candy and MacDonald’s hamburgers.”

 
On Surfari
Greg and his wife now live at the end of Long 
Island, NY, just down the street from Jackson 

Pollock’s home and a short bike ride from the 
ocean. Greg still rides the curls at Montauk, but 
these days surfing plays an even larger role in his 
artistic process. ‘Surfari’ is his latest craze; iconic 
paintings created on old surfboards. Big sellers.

His studio is also large. A 3000 sq. ft. metal 
building in the woods that easily accommodates, 
on average, ten super-sized projects in progress 
at one time. “It gives me space to work and 
space to look,” Greg explains. “There are posters 
everywhere and rolling racks of vintage magazines 
I’ve collected. The music is always on, everything 
from classical to bad ‘70s rock & roll. And TV. I 
thrive on chaos. Inspiration comes from society's 
leftovers. Switchblade knives, bourbon bottles, 
photographs of old friends, maps of the world, 
car decals, Playboy magazine fold-outs, flat dead 
squirrels, the list goes on and on…”
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Back up. Flat dead squirrels? It seems artists are 
inspired by the darnedest things. For Greg, it was 
a love story gone awry. In high school, his friend 
was trying desperately to impress a girl, and 
decided a gift of flattened roadkill was the way 
to her heart. Greg took the surefire route of roses 
and chocolate. In the end, squirrel got the girl, 
and the young artist went home with a memory 
he’d never forget.

In spite of his current success, Greg admits to 
feeling like a misfit in the art world. “Not famous, 
but I’m lucky to be making a great living. If it wasn’t 
for art, I’d probably be in a cell – drawing on the 
walls. Everybody brings something different to 
the table. I’m easily seduced by sculpture and 
movies, and people still want me to do furniture, 
but my favourite medium is painting. In essence, 
taking something old and reinventing it.”

Artist as alchemist; fusing ephemera with poetry 
and paint in a magical narrative. From beginning 
to end, Greg’s touchstone is always the story. “I 
come from an old ranching family just outside 
Truckee, California. In its heyday, that area was a 
going concern, but it ended up dirt poor. What 
remains are stories waiting to be told. It’s true 
across America. In art, as in life, there’s a moral 
to it all: Don't let the bastards grind you down. 
I remember Neil Young saying, "It's all the same 
song.” For me, “It’s all one painting.”

Greg Miller is represented by:

Caldwell Snyder Gallery
San Francisco, CA
www.caldwellsnyder.com
415.392.2299
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