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AS WE ADVANCE IN AGE FROM YOUNG ADULTS TO JUST PLAIN OLD ADULTS, the majority of us, 

whether voluntarily or not, trade recklessness for responsibility, junk food for health insurance, and parties 

for parenting. Dodging life’s little jabs and occasional malicious uppercuts is just part of the contract we 

all unknowingly signed at birth. Old scars are replaced by new ones, and guess what? Nobody is exempt! 

Loss of enthusiasm and resentment towards society and humanity is an option; however, possessing and 

maintaining that positive mental attitude (PMA) should be the desired choice. When I first met Tahiti Pehrson, 

his positivity, optimism, humility, and overall demeanor was clearly infectious.

He smiles more than most, and it’s convincing, not 

questionable. You know what I’m talking about. There is a 

calm vibe, silently communicating the feeling of chillllllllll. 

Father to a daughter, Nevada City native, avid skateboarder, 

and one of my favorite artists, he has been working in the 

painstaking medium of cutting paper with an X-Acto for over 

15 years. When indicating I would be visiting San Francisco 

for a couple of days and hoped to shoot his portrait for this 

piece, Tahiti didn’t hesitate. He accommodated my request, 

amidst a very busy schedule, by renting a car for the day 

and driving two-and-a-half-hours to meet me. I couldn’t ask 

for a more enthusiastic and admirable artist to interview 

in what can sometimes feel like a murky parade of cynics 

and unchecked egos. Now that I’ve documented that 

observation, Tahiti will have to live up to it all until the end of 

time. Otherwise, my credibility is on the line. I have no doubt 

he will, and I’m prepared to place confident bets against any 

skeptics.

Austin McManus: You grew up in a more bohemian, artistic 

household than most Americans. Soy milk and Earth 

Balance, correct? 

Tahiti Pehrson: Yeah, my Dad was my Mom's art teacher. We 

lived on the Northern California coast: no electricity, 

no anything, really. No soy milk, even. We lived on a logging 

road and there wasn't even a town  : just a school, store and 

post office. I remember there was a party at the store and 

they greased up a pig and all these kids were chasing it as a 

contest. It was pretty insane. These meth heads used to hunt 

wild boar in the middle of the night with machine guns. 

I remember lying in bed listening to spastic jeep engines 

and gunfire.

 

Having lived in San Francisco for a decade and then 

relocating back to where you grew up in Nevada City, you 

must have had plenty of free time to run wild with your 

imagination: I hadn’t realized Nevada City was so rural. 

When did you start drawing or creating things?

Things disintegrated out there in San Francisco and we 

moved to Nevada City, again, without electricity. There were 

few ways to amuse yourself, so art was entertainment. Both 

of my siblings are artists. I was sick all the time as a kid, too. 

I had flu-like migraines from ages six to sixteen, so I missed 

a lot of school and made a lot of art. Art is everyone's first 

language. We all do it at first.

 

The Yuba River has always been an incentive to visit that 

area, but there are obviously other enticing qualities 

because everyone speaks so highly about it. Did your 

interest in creating work in the streets dissolve when you 

moved away from San Francisco, or do you still participate?

My interest began to dwindle when I was living there and 

still doing it. When I started, it was fresh and exciting, and 

seemed unlike me to be doing it, in a way, and that was what 

I liked—the ability to change. After a few years, I was feeling 

like another territorial pisser and it was just drama. Little girls 

acting like gangsters and gangsters acting like little girls. 

I learned so much from it though, about being motivated, 

prolific and thick skinned, and about social responsibility, 

in a way, too. I met amazing people and saw some great 

abandoned buildings, so now I do miss going out with friends 

and day-tripping, painting missions, but at this point, I'm 

approaching the idea more from a public art angle. It's the 

same idea except you work with the city and get paid for it.

 

Your show, Sea of Love, at the San Francisco Arts 

Commission Gallery (SFAC) was your largest to date, 

and in what I consider a unique venue. What did you take 

away from that experience? 

Working with SFAC is always great. That building is crazy; it 

was condemned after the earthquake. The homeless break 

holes in the walls and throw needles on the floor in the 

back. This, literally in the shadow of City Hall's gold dome. It 

was great, though. When installing, you become part of the 

landscape. I used to live a block away, like twelve years ago, 

and I would stop there and look in the window, so it felt good 

to be on the other side of the glass.

 

Your work is heavily influenced by the Guilloché patterns 

in paper currency. Do you collect bills from other countries 

for reference, or is the computer a more accessible tool?

I always keep a little range of currencies from countries I've 

been to. I went to China in 1986, and I still have some money 

from that trip. I started out using actual money and patterns 

from currency throughout the world, and moved on to a 

computer. I'll draw over the top of that and add lines, and 
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cycle: hubris, delusion, self-doubt, depression, actual work, 

satisfaction, rinse and repeat. The key is to not fall for the 

highs as much as the lows. I have been showing for almost 

sixteen years, and most of that was failure. So once you are 

used to failure, any success seems good.

Tell me more about the upcoming project at the San Jose 

Institute of Contemporary Art.

I just met with them, and so we are still going through 

concepts. We are working on the idea of doing an installation 

in the front window spaces sometime in fall. I'll put the dates 

up on my site soon. I’m also working on an install for the 

West Coast Craft Fair at Fort Mason, November 16-17. I love 

that space and I'm looking forward to that kind of scale.

then I cut it out by hand. There is this transformation at that 

point where it becomes an object. Then the shadow is half of 

the piece too.

I saw you constructed an intricate custom kick drum for a 

musician. Considering the fragility of your pieces, I thought 

that was an amusing project.

Yeah, that was for my friend Pete. It was actually cut out of a 

coated drumhead to look like paper, but it's made out of this 

thick plastic. I'll never do that again. It was painful to make, 

and I bruised my fingertips from pushing while cutting. I do 

always want to have projects with some humor. I make a 

point of smiling a lot, it trips people out sometimes. I feel like 

if you can't laugh and have fun, it can take away from some 

seriousness. Humor may be the closest we get to truth.

 

Saying that your work is meticulous is an understatement. 

I realize that size and layering play a large factor, but on 

average, how long does it take you to complete a piece?

I finish a piece in about a week of 12 hour days. I just finished 

one that took 700 blades.

 

Seven hundred? Have you ever considered contacting 

X-Acto and inquiring about a sponsorship?

They contacted me a couple years ago. They do send stuff 

from time to time and send me new blades to test. It's not 

really a sponsorship, but I'm hoping they read the mag.

 

When did you come to the realization that you were going 

to create work using specifically No. 11 blades?

When I was a kid, I made model airplanes and dioramas. 

I always just kind of loved them. It's one of the first 

dangerous things kids get to have. I still have a scar on my 

knee from cutting myself when I was ten. I used to bootleg 

stickers out of vinyl. Actually, I still do that for fun.

Do you have OCD characteristics? It seems like it would be 

beneficial or a prerequisite for the type of work you create.

Haha, people always ask me this. No, not really. I just like 

working. When I do it, I'm doing what I am supposed to do, 

and though it seems like a lot of work, I'm chilling, really. 

I've had worse jobs. Although, I have always collected 

things. Large groups of anything. These are almost like 

whole collections.

How much do you consider light in your pieces? I know that 

in some of the more three-dimensional works, you have 

used light to create various effects.

It's always been half of the piece, but more, and more I have 

to explore light and shadow. I like the idea of getting out past 

paper or breaking down the process into its building blocks.

 

What’s the hardest challenge for you as an artist?

All in all, I can't really complain. The bad parts aren't really 

that bad. The highs and lows can be intense. I was just 

talking to my brother about this last night. There is this 

How did the show in Cape Town come about, and are there 

certain ideas or narratives that you will be working on 

specifically?

My work has all these intersecting lines and is about systems 

and connectivity. I met Rudi from Joburg through my friend 

Jon, and through Rudi did some skateboard graphics for 

Familia Skateboards. Adrian from Familia came out here 

to skate, and had been pushing for the show and set it up 

with Salon 91. All these connections and hang outs through 

the years add up to orbits, experiences and associations. 

It's not just about networking for success. It's about the 

experiences you have by connecting and maintaining 

forward momentum, being a small part of something bigger. 

And even if that is all bullshit, it's still fun.

Besides Familia Skateboards, have you done other 

skateboarding graphics? 

I did a few board graphics for Adrenalin at the beginning, 

right before Sam Flores' series. I did a Toy Machine graphic 

for Chris Senn, with whom I grew up skating. I did a couple 

things for Brian Lotti's Telegraph. I think we are going to get 

something in the works for Blood Wizard here soon, too.

How are the spots in Nevada City for skateboarding? Do 

you still skate often?

We have a good park, ramps and pools. Yeah, I just got back 

from a trip with the Good Times Wrecking Crew and Blood 

Wizard dudes. In February, at my show in Cape Town,  

I'm going to skate with my brothers at the Baseline shop 

down there.
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I always ask this question because I think influence is very 

important in understanding the work of an artist. Whose 

work have you admired or been influenced by?

Jeff Koons, Larry Bell, Rachel Whiteread, Lyonel Fenniger's 

paintings, Ursula Von Rydingsvard. Paul Gauguin, Mark 

Gonzales, Neil Blender, Brian Lotti, Brook Caballero, Pez, 

Heart 101, Read More Books. I’ve been into Randy Colosky's 

work over the last couple years. I just met Cass McCombs 

recently and got introduced to his music, which is pretty 

inspiring. He's the real deal, and same goes for Joanna 

Newsom. Carlos Villa once told me to make every painting 

using all the ingredients of a movie.

I witnessed an unreal meteor shower in Grass Valley 

several years ago. It looked like UFOs were soaring by 

and burning up. Have you ever witnessed any evidence of 

extraterrestrial activity in the mountains there?

There was an Aurora Borealis in the ‘80s, and an episode 

of Starman was filmed here. Once you get out past the light 

pollution, it can be pretty intense. Looking at the stars is 

when I feel the largest connection to humanity and history. 

For most of history stars were the Internet of their time.

How do you think this planet will end?

I think it may have ended already but nobody noticed.

For more information about Tahiti Pehrson, 
visit tahitipehrson.com
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