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D E A N  L A R S O N

The immense world
In Dean Larson’s new exhibition, he paints 

tiny swimsuit-clad figures on rocks, 
glowing lights adrift in the reflective sheen of 
rain-soaked streets, and massive cityscapes 
filled with watchful windows, each one home 
to an unseen life, his invisible subjects. Even 
his interiors scenes—including Before the 
Rehearsal III, with its single figure rendered 
almost miniature by the immense scale of 
three windows and their colossal reflections 
on a polished dance floor—remind us how 
small we are in this great big world.

Larson, who lives and works in San 
Francisco, says the city and its massive 
scale allow him many opportunities to 
find new locations and from them find 
the particular viewpoint he is looking 
to achieve. “I’m searching for beauty in 
a sense, and I’m also searching for that 
quality scene that maybe hasn’t been 
previously recognized,” says Larson. 
“Those scenes can come in many forms. 
They sometimes don’t make themselves 
known until we’ve lived with them for a bit 
and started painting. Sometimes they just 
crystalize right in front of you.”

It’s this process the California artist most 
loves—the discovery. When he’s not painting 
his own work, Larson is teaching students of 
the Academy of Art University, of which he 
is a resident teacher. In July he was in Italy 
with some of his students, and marveled 
at their ability to find unique perspectives 
and subjects within assigned settings and 
locations. “One of the joys of teaching is 
that you learn from the students as much 
as the students learn from you,” Larson says, 
adding that artists have to “pick a subject 
and be honest with it, whether that’s fast and 
loose, or slower and more deliberate.”

Larson explores a diverse range of scenes 
in his upcoming show at John Pence Gallery 
in San Francisco, from scenic landscapes 
and moody cityscapes, to coastal marine 
scenes and figures lost in their creativity. 
In Swimmers on the Rocks, he captures a 
segment of coastline in Vernazza, Italy, 
and the beachgoers who line the rocky 
edges. With Rainy Streets, Larson uses a 
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constellation of streetlights to reflect 
their shimmering colors across wet 
asphalt. This one, like many in the 
exhibition, is based on locations near 
his San Francisco home. 

“The subjects that work the best 
are places I’m most familiar with. 
I walk through these areas, and  
I see them every day,” he says. “My 
favorite locations I will go back and 
revisit over and over again, and catch 
them at those special times of the 
days when the light is interesting.”

Larson admits he likes to be 
pushed artistically, and where that 
leads him is largely a mystery. “I’m 
kind of hard to be pushed, but I like 
to be challenged and find new ways to 
approach a subject,” he says. “That’s 
how artists continue to grow and get 
stronger.” 

1 
Rainy Streets,  
oil on panel,  
36 x 54"

2 
Swimmers on 
the Rocks, oil on 
canvas, 16 x 20"

3 
Before the 
Rehearsal III,  
oil on panel,  
40 x 52"

4 
Edge of Emerald 
Bay, oil on canvas 
mounted on 
panel, 11 x 14"
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