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Painting in Pixels
Sex, blood, and perfectly lit fruit. Welcome to art in the age of Instagram

BY TATUM DOOLEY
ILLUSTRATION BY JAMES LEE CHIAHAN

HEN YOU GOOGLE the

wunderkind painter Anna

Weyant, the suggested

searches are as follows:
“Anna Weyant Larry Gagosian relation-
ship” (referring to her dalliance with the
now eighty-year-old world-famous art
dealer and gallerist her detractors say
launched her career); “Anna Weyant
Jason Isbell” (the more age-appropriate
singer she’s moved on with); “Anna
Weyant age” (only thirty); “Anna Weyant
net worth” (somewhere in the millions,
it’s speculated); “Anna Weyant art for
sale” (certainly unaffordable and un-
available). It’s notable that when Ilooked
her up, it wasn’t until the fourth or fifth
suggestion that art was included. The
flurry around Weyant has become less
about her paintings and more about her.
It’s rare for a contemporary paint-
er to get enough attention to garner
online gossip, but Weyant stands out
as an anomaly with an outsized place in
the public imagination. Not only is she
the youngest artist to be represented by
Gagosian, the mega gallery owned by
Weyant’s former beau, but her paint-
ings have sold for millions of dollars
at auction. (While Weyant grew up in
Calgary, she’s never had a commercial
gallery show on home soil. Instead, with
a hop, skip, and a jump, she landed in
the biggest art markets in the world in
New York City.) On Reddit, posts about
Weyant usually invoke mixed feelings:
either “right place, right time” or “her
art wouldn’t be selling for millions if she
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wasn'’t sleeping with Gagosian.” People
don’t know how to feel about the artist.
There’s a tinge of misogyny to all of this
discourse—sometimes overtly and other
times more insidiously.

Weyant has been part of a recent
shift in the art world to figurative, rep-
resentational painting—which aligns
with the rise of identity-based art that
gained prominence at the turn of the
twenty-first century. Artists like Jennifer
Packer, Jordan Casteel, Salman Toor,
and Jenna Gribbon paint their every-
day lives, capturing intimate scenes of
their friends and lovers. This marks a re-
turn to the realist paintings of the nine-
teenth century—think Gustave Courbet
and Jules Breton—combined with some
conceptual strategies borrowed from
postmodernism, like self-reflexivity and
identity politics.

It’s a style also informed by Instagram:
just as the app’s algorithm rewards images
of people and faces, paintings of these
subjects also tend to do well. Instagram
has upended the way the art world oper-
ates, accelerating the speed at which an
artist’s career can grow and allowing
artists to gain visibility. It’s also changed
the content of the work itself: images
must be flattened from a living, breath-
ing piece of art into a collection of pixels
to ensure they look good in the tiny real
estate of a grid.

In the past few years, I have noticed
anew talking point in the art world. For
the first time, when viewing a painting,
people are concerned with how it com-
pares to its online counterpart. “The
painting looks better online,” gallery
goers will often say to me, if not: “It’s
so much better than on Instagram.” For
artists, this means a certain amount of
opting in to the game determined by tech
companies.

Painters like Weyant blur the line
between influencer and artist, and she
is equally adept at both. The roles of artist
and influencer—one antiquated and one
just emerging —feed off and inform each
other. Artists currently must ask them-
selves: How do I ensure my paintings
hold up when looked at in person? And
what will my painting look like next to
aDove ad?
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FOLLOW WEYANT on Instagram,

where she has amassed a following

of over 175,000 —not only for

her paintings but for people to
see her outfit pictures, where she’s
dining out, and snaps of her similarly
successful group of friends. The latter
are often her muses. Eileen Kelly, the
podcast host and sex educator, often
sits for Weyant’s paintings. For one of
the December 2024 covers of Vogue,
edited by Marc Jacobs, Weyant paint-
ed model Kaia Gerber. Weyant herself
could be a model: thin, beautiful, and
blonde. She wears designer clothes. Her
teeth are perfectly straight and white.

Artists currently
must ask
themselves: How
do | ensure my
paintings hold up
when looked at in
person? And what
will my painting
look like next to
a Dove ad?

Weyant’s paintings are similarly
traditional and flawless. They take
after the seventeenth-century Dutch
masters—a contemporary version
of Vermeer with stark chiaroscuro,
anatomical accuracy, and deftly painted
fabrics. The subtle colour palette is
executed with precision, and the texture
appears to have aged over time, so that
looking at her work makes it feel as if
youwere looking at a painting at the Met.
Weyant often sticks to painting realistic
vignettes of everyday life: a rendering
of a string of pearls on a monotone
backdrop, a woman behind a window
with the curtains pulled so only her perky
breasts are visible, her side profile, mid-
conversation, titled Loose Screw. In other
paintings, Weyant drops her exacting
style and paints the figures like cartoons.
Throughout her work, there’s a specific
thread of feminine melancholy that’s
relatable, if not hyperbolic. By using her

life as content for her paintings, Weyant
reclaims the attention she receives for
her benefit.

Weyant isn’t the only artist who
imbues her paintings with autobiography.
Chloe Wise and Jeanine Brito, both
painters on a steep upward trajectory
who happen to be Canadian, straddle
the line between artist and public
persona—digitally savvy in a way that
allows their work to transcend the art
world and enter the mainstream. People
follow them without necessarily being
part of the art world —each artist has
collaborated with fashion brands, the
likes of which include Jacquemus and
Dior, and Brito and Weyant have had
their paintings on the covers of books
(Weyant has also painted a cover for The
Paris Review).

The success has taken the form of tens
of thousands of Instagram followers
each—at current count, Weyant has
176K followers, Brito has 15.7K, and
Wise rounds in at 211K—solo exhibitions
around the world, and features in
publications like Vogue, Maclean’s, and
GQ. The focus of these features often
extends past their art and into their
personal lives—with commentary
about who they’re dating or what their
favourite snack is. By inserting them-
selves into their own work, artists are
able to appropriate people’s fascination
with their personal lives and create a
metacommentary. This type of agency
has the added benefit of often increas-
ing the market value of their work in an
industry that prioritizes the artist as a
celebrity.

Brito paints operatic tableaux, with
her likeness woven throughout as the
central character. Her use of dramatic
reds, whites, and pinks creates a narra-
tive reminiscent of blood-soaked fairy
tales. Brito, who was born in Germany
and grew up in Calgary, started to paint
during the pandemic, quitting her job to
focus on art full time. The move paid off:
her work was discovered via Instagram
by a top gallery with locations in New
York, Los Angeles, and Bucharest. Brito’s
tight palette of St. Valentine’s Day tones
extends out of the canvas and into her
wardrobe. There’s a visual harmony at
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play. Brito both paints her paintings and
is her paintings. In 2023, she collaborated
with fashion designer Nina Ricci on a
collection that printed her paintings on
adress.

Similarly successful internationally,
the Montreal-born Wise transposes her
cool-kid friend group onto vaudeville
tableaux: exaggerated and humorous
situations that border on the salacious.
Her online presence, filled with vacation
hopping, parties, and fashion shows, is
reflected in her artwork, offering viewers
a chance to access that glamorous world
through her paintings. Just as Instagram
depends on social interaction through
tagging and resharing, Wise paints her
social group that’s comprised of smiling,
popular young women not unlike herself.
(For the uninitiated: Instagram allows
users to tag one another and reshare
content, creating a flywheel effect that
drives followers and, in this case, a
growing art career.) Wise’s Instagram
persona verges on performance art that
blends into her paintings. Her art practice
often includes satirical sculptures of

designer bags as loaves of bread—perhaps
a play on Fendi’s famous Baguette
bag. What is art and what is content
continues to blur. I often wonder if these
Instagram accounts themselves are an
art piece, melding performance and
paintings to create a long-term critique
of our digital world.

Each of these artists paints realistic
still lifes of objects that you might
see carefully curated on the grid, like
fruit and abundant bouquets that hark
back to the original forbidden apple.
Breasts abound, as do elements of the
grotesque—femininity that is turned on
its head and made abject. Brito does this
through the presence of blood and knives,
while Wise does it through costumes and
unsettling portraits of people laughing.
In Weyant’s paintings, women’s eyes are
sometimes swapped for empty black orbs.
This pull toward the obscene is fitting
commentary from an artist criticized
online so mercilessly. The push toward
the grotesque acts as a shield against
public attention; there’s a power in what
these artists paint and how they present

themselves—they decide how they’d
like to be seen. They subvert some of
the gaze oriented toward them by intro-
ducing elements of gore, grossness, and
surprise.

Weyant, Brito, and Wise aptly use
the convergence of the artist into a
public figure, along with the increase
of marketing on Instagram, and insert
these social media tactics directly into
their paintings to create an auto-fictional
representation of their lives in paint.
The paintings become metanarratives
of the art world. On their Instagrams,
paintings of friends are posted alongside
photographs of said friends hanging out.
A photograph of Brito staring directly
into the camera sits alongside a painting
of her doing the same. The merging of
social media and fine art asks: Where
does the art end and life begin? Is there
really any difference? [

TATUM DOOLEY is a writer and founder
of Art Forecast. Her writing has appeared
in Artforum, the Globe and Mail, and the
Toronto Star, among other publications.
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Imaginary Breakfast
with Real People

BY VIVEK SHRAYA

There’s nothing for us in this country, my Iragi
roommate says the second morning

after my arrival in Kelowna, as he breaks
bread into small chunks and dunks them

in cold milk. Except for daily drudgery at $15.65.
He hands me a bowl of grapes and says:

Aren’t there good schools in India? 1 nod;

he nods. We agree on things we don’t

fully comprehend. Running his hand over

his thick beard, he proclaims like a prophet—
We are here to clean white people’s shit!

Do you know how to clean? I shrug, my mind
oscillating in a thick fog of longing

and separation, propelled by a desire to escape
or surrender. I know a place where they will hire
you, but you will have to make piss and shit

your best friend. They even pay $2 extra.

He forces a smile. In the kitchen, a clogged
sink is slowly suffocating in a sludge of leftovers,
and I dream of Tamor heaving

and gushing from the foothills of Kanchenjunga,
carrying no guilt of shifting places.

The heaviness percolates in drip, drip, drip

of decay. If I were you, he says, staring dreamily
into space, I'd finish school and go back to India.
There’s nothing for us... His beard points
eastward, to an imaginary homeland

he gave up on years ago in hopes of escaping
the despairing and diabolic ring that echoes
from the shallow waters of Karbala and ends
in the dregs of Tim Hortons coffee cups.
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