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Places
BY KARL F. VOLKMAR

WHERE DO WE MIGRATE TO?
Group Exhibition

BEN DILLER
Rooted

Contemporary Arts Center
New Orleans, LA

_

migrate (pres. part. migrating); to relocate periodically from one 
region to another, usually according to the seasons; to change one’s 
geographic pattern of habitation; to change habitations across a 
border; to move from one country or political region to another; 
to move slowly towards, usually in groups; emigrate, used of 
persons only, generally means to move from one’s native country 
and take up permanent residence in another; immigrate, used of 
persons only, generally means to enter and settle in a country that 
is not one’s own.

I FELT SO stupid. I did not notice it on the way in. I only knew 
that it existed because it was on the list. After an hour of looking 
around the exhibition, peering everywhere I thought possible, and 
in some less likely places, I had to ask the guard. He knew where 
it was, of course. At first he tried to tell me where but I still wasn’t 

getting it. Finally he led me over to the ramp well and, leaning over 
the wall, pointed out where it was. Well, not actually, as Foreigners 
Everywhere was hidden by an interviewing projection. This is 
what it must be like to be adrift in a foreign culture. Sometimes 
you feel so stupid and it is not your fault.

How can one understand what it means to be an e/im/
migrant and the problems they face if one has not experienced it 
personally? Of being separated from everything that was familiar, 
one’s route totally subject to the whims of others, having to trust 
the untrustworthy, the malicious, and to live in a totally unfamiliar 
world among people who do not understand, do not care, or even 
hate you?

Works are displayed without labels. One has to come to 
grips with them on the basis of the works themselves, and what 
one brings to it, unassisted, except for a list available as one enters, 
which I of course overlooked, with standard objective information, 
and one image from each work. Particularly challenging were the 
time-based media, the whole like walking through an unfamiliar 
landscape, trying to recognize specific features and landmarks 
from minimal verbal descriptions (I had first tried with a list I 
had prepared beforehand, without the images, just a list of the 
information, and was able to make some headway). The staff was 
very helpful, answering all questions. Finally I resorted to the list 
with the pictures identifying one detail of every work and was 

Xaviera Simmons: Superunknown (Alive In The), 2010. C-prints mounted on Sintra.



able to find each work. Except for one, try as I may, as related 
in the autobiographical tale at the beginning, Claire Fontaine’s 
Foreigners Everywhere.

The location of Foreigners Everywhere was obscure, 
in an out of the way location, in one of the large front windows. 
After one of the guards pointed it out to me, even then it was 
not obvious. The neon letters were in Arabic, which I could not 
translate, like many newly arrived immigrants in a new country, 
unable to read important and unimportant signs, and consequently 
finding themselves in uncomfortable even [socially] dangerous 
situations, like walking into a restaurant not knowing that the door 
for the ‘coloreds’ was outside, in back, and that only for ‘to go’ 
orders, not knowing which was the men’s room and which was the 
women’s, crossing the street when the sign flashes Don’t Walk, or 
driving on the right side of the road when traffic drives in the left.

In a parody of the situation in which a new immigrant, 
unfamiliar with local customs, tries to engage nationals in a dialog 
based on his culture, a young man alone in Shanghai (Eric Van 
Hove’s Abreaction in Shanghai (color, sound, DVD), writes on 
the pavement in a public square with pink chalk. People walk by 
unawares, turn to look and continue on, and practice tai chi in the 
background until a few curious ones stop. The young man tries to 
engage these locals, inviting them to participate, until the attention 
of a policeman is attracted, who finally orders the young stranger 
to erase the writing with mop and water. Leaving no trace that 
he had been there becomes a metaphor for the stranger, behaving 
innocently, not knowing the rules, trying to communicate, regarded 
as a nuisance, with the result that he becomes invisible, erased 
from public memory.

Yikes! Where is the train coming from? The sound seems 

to come from some place other than wherever one turns to look: 
sounds of approaching, vague conversations, going away. Turn as 
one will but it is never from there. These are the sounds of going 
and coming from the RAQS Media Collective, Ndl Jn. (New 
Delhi Junction), (sound, AV file), recordings of a train arriving 
at a station, the low murmurings of people, a train moving away. 
From whence does it come, where is it going, who are these people 
who are they waiting for? It could be anyplace and it could be 
everyplace, a space of transition rather than a place of destination. 
It is everywhere and nowhere, disorienting.

The people in Julika Rudelius’ Adrift, 2007 (color, sound, 
Media file) could be passengers on that those trains, unconscious, 
sleeping people, bouncing rhythmically, as if on a train or truck 
along a bumpy road, no sign of where they could be, why they are 
there, who they are. It could be the waiting room of the homeliest 
small town bus station one could find, but that does not explain 
the movements. One’s foot begins to tap, in time to the rhythm 
of their jostling bodies, the head to sway in sympathy, eyelids 
begin to droop, just a little, as the body, mesmerized, lulled into 
sympathetic response. 

Xaviera Simmons’ Superunknown (Alive In The) 
represents the epitome of the emigrant situation. Forty-two 
photographic prints of migrants, literally, at sea are arranged in an 
array of rows and columns like the squares of a memory quilt, each 
scene with its own story to tell: photographs of immigrants in boats 
and rafts, adrift at sea, forced by the accidents of happenstance 
to trust to serendipity to get them somewhere away from where 
they came from, jeopardizing their lives in ways that leads one to 
wonder what could have so bad at home, swamping, crashing on 
the beach, being rescued if they are lucky, in the midst of a journey 
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the arrival at whose destination is in doubt. Boat people of all ethnic 
groups are powerful symbols of transition, transformation, change 
and passage, often beset by natural and negligence disasters.

Map as guides to where? May be no more useful than, 
or as dangerous as relying on GPS technology in the wilderness. 
The reddish brown silhouette maps of the Americas, printed on 
“archival paper weathered by use & travel, that make up Pedro 
Lasch’s Guías de Ruta (Edición Destino North Carolina)/Route 
Guides (North Carolina Arrival Edition) from the Latino/a 
America Series, have folded and refolded again and again so that 
each might fit comfortably in a pocket or pack. These guides for 
traveling across borders, despite problems of crossing illegally and 
legally, racial profiling, and physical and psychological violence 
may be all that one has. Yet the people continue to cross borders 
for a better life.

The stories of those who have followed those maps, 
related in text panels beside each of the three maps, have an 
unfortunately similar character. Regardless of from where or for 
what reason s/he has come, whether one looks like an imagined 
stereotype or not, one is treated in the same general way. The 
narratives of three different experiences of individuals from three 
different countries but they are all Americans. The undifferentiated 
information of the general continental outlines are like vague 
notions of going somewhere, but not knowing details of place and 
people. Folded and unfolded and refolded, the creases take on a 
life of their own, controlling how one opens and closes the maps. 
There are no borders other than that distinguishing land masses 
from surrounding waters, signifying the artificial nature of human 
imposed boundaries, defined only by distinguishing between us 
and not us, and enforced by rules and regulations and assertions 
of power.

Formidable geographical barriers like mountain ranges 
and deserts are reinforced by manmade structures reflecting 
political boundaries designed the most willful of emigrants. 
Ironically, it is the reasons for those political boundaries that have 
created the very situations that gave rise to the desire to leave. In 
Blane de St. Croix’s Landscape Sections: Borders: North Korea /
South Korea, and Landscape Sections: Borders: United States / 
Mexico, two large rectilinear masses represent the wholeness of 
the earth, the different landscapes superficial, surface differences: 
the mountains that mark the boundary between North and South 
Korea, and the desert with a barbed wire fence defining the border 
between the United States and Mexico which share the extensive 
Sonoran desert.

The Koreas, and the desert of northern Mexico and 
the Southwest of the united States were once single lands that 
became separated political states because of the struggle for 
power between conflicting ideas, the result being two economies, 
one more successful, one less or not, existing in isolation and 
alienation from each other, whereas Lasch’s Guias de Rutas 
represented an undifferentiated unity. The people, the migrants, 
are only following the traditional routes of their ancestors. The 
implicit irony of De St. Croix visualization contrasts the unity of 
geography and the schizophrenic character of the political and the 
ideological. Explicit boundaries are by fiat not fact. There is no 
reason for a barrier to be where it is just because someone says 
so. The boundary between the two Koreas is designed to prevent 
emigration on penalty of death (whether one stays or flees!), that 
between Mexico and the Southwest, to keep potential immigrants 

out. Nicole Franchy’s Ruricancho (color, sound, DVD) suggests 
that, even if they let an immigrant in, domestic barriers are 
continually being drawn to enclose or keep out.

Once one gets where?, what does one do, how to survive? 
Food? Clothing? Shelter? Lara Dhondt’s ten Maps are prints of 
Google maps aerial views of ten sites on found and used paper 
of different quality, discolored by exposure, with handwritten 
descriptions at the bottom of each view referring to the ten Shelters 
of Refuse represented in the ten photographs lined up along the 
bottom of the wall. The use of scrap paper mirrors the improvised 
structures made of detritus, examples of the inventiveness of the 
otherwise homeless , a real world parody of merzbau, nouveau 
realisme, and arte povera.

Certainly it would be nice to have the luxury of Acconci 
Studio’s Mobile Linear City, 1991. Six mobile apartments, 
collapsible into the volume of one, transportable anywhere, a 
howdah on a tractor trailer flatbed, means at least six will always 
have a home wherever one is, like a turtle. The work as exhibited 
consists of drawings, diagrams, sectional views, and photographs 
at various stages of completion and implementation laid out on 
a flat surface protected by a durable transparent surface resting 
on two sawhorses, those portable table legs that are themselves 
pieced together by whatever is available, much as migrants and 
backpackers must carry all that they own with them and make 
do with what is available. Like Merz’s Double Igloo, it does not 
matter where one goes. One’s home will always be with one, if not 
the place where one was born, fie on thee geographic determinism. 
This is the abode of the nomad for whom migration is a way of life, 
or the emergency shelter for the world’s FEMA groups.

Every migrant, emigrant, or immigrant has a story to tell, 
inspiring Andrea Geyer’s Interim. A lone white painted park bench 
like those on which the homeless sit and sleep (uncomfortably) 
sits in the middle of the room.). Stacks of eighty page newspapers 
filled with photographs and narrative vignettes are placed at either 
end. Take one, please! Have a seat and read and look as lives of 
others are relived through the stories one reads, maybe the story of 
the person sitting next to you! And if one gets tired and has no other 
place to can rest, lie down on or under and use the newspapers as 
a blanket.

Collecting stories is the inspiration for Svetlana Boym’s 
Hydrants Immigrants. Photographs of colorful fire hydrants, their 
vibrant colors intended to beautify the city, contrast with printed 
texts relating real and fictional narratives of experiences in the city. 
The contrast between narrative text and photograph, the hydrant 
and the ugliness of the environment in which it exists, are very 
different from the sensitive objectivity of Bruce Davidson, Helen 
Levitt, and early twentieth century photographs of Hester Street. 
As if parodying the early work of Baldessari, the juxtaposition of 
fictional/documentary oral histories contrasts with the artificial 
beauty and squalor of the inner city where immigrants must vie 
with the indigenous poor as well as new culture values.

Every thing will be taken away, written in gold leaf 
engraved text (Adrian Piper, Everything #4), reminds one of what 
happens when venturing to the other side of the oval looking 
glass: money, privacy, dignity, confidence, security et cetera et 
cetera. Even when successful in arriving establish a secure home, 
the xenophobes may always resent the immigrants presence like 
the lions roaring “Go Home,” “Go Home” “Go Home”…. in 
Brendan Fernandes’ Homecoming (color, sound DVD). The first 



flush (or lack thereof) of welcome with all the accompanying 
political posturing as played out in the world today can give way 
to resentment and rejection as the pride asserts control over its turf.

Through the “direct re-versioning of a calling card 
created in the 1970s by the KKK that read: ‘The only reason you 
are WHITE today is Because Your Ancestors Believed & Practiced 
SEGREGATION” as The Only Reason you are a citizen today 
is because your ancestors believed in immigration, Fereshteh 
Toosi underscores the absurdity of those who decry immigrants 
as foreigners destroying the wellbeing of the native born, seeing 
immigrants as unwelcome contaminants of the gene meme pool. 
Or they may simply ignore one as A Needle Woman (Kimsooja, 
color, silent, DVD) demonstrates.

The Needle Woman stands, facing away from the viewer. 
Crowds of people go around her. The short focal length of the lens 
collapses the space around her, making the crowd appear very dense 
and likely to knock into her, people passing by, coming towards the 
viewer, moving away. A parade flows around her, instruments and 
pompoms bouncing as they march. The Needle Woman is always 
there, never noticed, as people move around her as mechanically 
as a river flows around an obstruction in midstream. And just as 
inevitably the rock will be worn away, so, too, will the woman, 
her emotions if not her physical being. Ironically, projected on a 
scrim, if one walks around to the other side, the view is the same. 
She remains anonymous, faceless among the crowds representing 
the many ethnicities that make up modern Paris, an epitome of 
loneliness that calls up memories of Giacometti’s City Square. 

If one wanted to play it safe, one can try the legal route in 
the small green room with its huge map of the world where Societe 
Realiste the equipment to participate in the EU Green Card Lottery. 
One provides one’s personal information plus a photograph. There 
is no guarantee for there is only a possibility of obtaining a green 
card. And now they have all your personal information. You are 

no longer anonymous! They know all about you! And they where 
to find you!

*
BEN DILLER’S ROOTED is an ideal complement to Where do we 
Migrate To? as a reflection on the connection the artist feels with 
the his grandparents and the Louisiana landscape that contrasts 
with the disconnection of the emigrant from the place that is 
left and the social and cultural isolation experienced in the place 
where s/he is an immigrant. The ovoid shape of the installation 
room iterates that of the elliptical drawings that were created by 
the artist’s wife based on sketches by the artist’s grandfather, an 
artist, naturalist, and architect, their common form alluding to the 

artist’s roots in the past and in the land.
The three dimensional regularity of the form of the 

miniature oil derrick in the center vividly contrasts with the 
organic undulations of the live oak tree drawn on the wall. The 
gradual transitions from dark against light to medium grays to 
light against dark in the drawing of the serpentine branches and 
shadowy clumps of Spanish moss reflect the multivariable values 
of a world in which the natural and the artificial, the industrial 
and the environmental coexist in awkward ecological symbiosis 
between the natural world that sustains humankind’s existence and 
the industrial forces that destroy that environment and threaten the 
health of those who live there while providing the economic means 
necessary to live in the modern world. The suspended wooden tears 
iterate the shape of the interpretations of the artist’s grandfather’s 
drawings remind this writer of the oval framed prints of birds in 
trees that hung from the walls of my mother’s home, which she 
had inherited from her mother, my grandmother, who had lived in 
Mobile.       q
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INFINITE MIRROR
Group Exhibition

Newcomb Art Gallery

New Orleans, LA

—

BY KATHY RODRIGUEZ

Infinite Mirror

THE HOLIDAYS APPROACH with haste. NPR has started airing 
stories about cookie recipes amongst clips of impending budget 
crises, and in turn families in the United States are scrambling 
not just in Black Friday melees, but also in their own pocket 
books. Despite that cynical outlook, families are buying gifts and 
preparing food to communicate their togetherness, their love, and 
their appreciation for each other.   The practice of uniting over the 
holidays – no matter which ones the family unit celebrates (and 
this in many cases means non-blood relatives) – is an example of 
microcosmic solidarity that exemplifies a broader oneness.

In the traveling exhibit “Infinite Mirror,” which most 
recently landed at the Newcomb Gallery on Tulane’s campus, 
a collaborative work by Sanford Biggers and Jennifer Zackin 
suggests the broader context of family unity in this country.  
Biggers, a New York-based artist who also showed here during 
Prospect, is an African-American from Los Angeles, California.  
Zackin, a Jewish-American artist who went to the Art Institute of 
Chicago with Biggers, is also based in New York.

Both artists utilize mixed media and boast an oeuvre of 
extremely successful and celebrated works.  For this project, they 
economically unified silent footage from each of their family’s 
archives.  In a small world, a silent DVD juxtaposes film images of 
each family eating, traveling, celebrating, laughing, and playing.  
Their families’ activities, despite their geographical and cultural 
disparities, are undeniably alike. However, the videos themselves 
never unite – they constantly stream next to each other without 
ever touching.
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The idea of unity and disparity, or at the very least, 
variety, forms the content of the exhibition as a whole.  In the press 
release, co-curator and associate professor of painting and director 
and curator of the Gallery at the University of Texas-Arlington, 
says, “This country is like a mirror, it’s a reflection of ourselves…
and there are so many voices in this country that the reflection 
goes on infinitely.” Both Biggers’ and Zackin’s videos reflect each 
other’s imagery, frivolity, and familial joy.  The exhibition hopes 
to unite the variety of voices in the country through the images its 
artists produce. 

Film is a type of print, a medium exalted for its 
inherent ability to widely disseminate information.  Printmaking 
dominates the forms of the works – apropos to the developers 
of the exhibition, which include the Brandywine Workshop in 
Philadelphia, PA (with Artrain, Inc.).  In its mission statement on 
its website, Brandywine Workshop aspires to be “a major force in 
the creation, documentation, and preservation of culturally diverse 
American art and insur[e] the participation of multi-ethnic artists 
in the field of fine art printmaking and related media technologies.” 
The workshop has operated over the past thirty-nine years under 
this mission, and utilizes visiting artists, teaching, and residences 
to train and promote printmaking on a global scale.  

The variety of artists in the exhibition mirrors this mission.  
The show is comprised of works by Faith Ringgold, Elizabeth 
Catlett, and Jacob Lawrence, art world luminaries whose works 
communicate their biographies and cultures as African-Americans.  

These giants join a spread of well-known and emerging artists 
whose work all deals with different aspects of identity.

The exhibit is sub-divided into four main categories, 
organizing the diversity into succinct selections. Works under 
the theme “Assimilation” communicate about the nation’s hybrid 
identity, and the ways in which artists have evolved both to adapt 
to the melting pot and to maintain their cultural identities. Kaylynn 
Sullivan Two Trees, a Native American and African American 
artist, blends both of her ancestries and comments on the difficulty 
of remembering roots in Maka Wicasa.  The work is an assemblage 
of lithography, leather, straw, collage, and text.  The form complies 
with post-modern combinations of material and imagery, but this 
work is specifically about the melding of Two Trees’ identities.  
Two feathery bunches of straw flank a central rusty brown mandala, 
gridded into the composition by four illustrative blue rectangles 
like the four cardinal directions.  The text narrates a fragment of 
a story:

Unci Maka, Grandmother Earth, asked sadly, “Who are 
you?”

After a long time we remember, “Maka Wicasa – Earth 
People.”

Unci Maka forms part of Lakota creation myth; Two 
Trees’ grandmother was Lakota. The imagery and the text 
combined with context suggest a reclamation of identity despite 
being lost, and a balance between assuming other identities and 
remaining true to self.
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“Self-Selection” is related to the idea of assimilation 
– these works communicate how individuals – whether artist or 
subject – present themselves to the world. Many of the works 
under this heading utilize the medium of photography, also a 
form of printmaking. Delilah Montoya’s image of Teri ‘Lil Loca’ 
Lynn Cruz portrays a chicana, or Mexican-American woman, in 
black and white digital print. Cruz glares at the camera, somewhat 
distorted and widened by Montoya’s vantage point and lens; 
she begins to resemble an ancient fertility figure, with arms 
strongly but protectively crossed over her breasts.  Her tattoos, 
harsh makeup, and tank top place her staunchly in contemporary 
context, and stringently contrast the softness of the photograph’s 
gradated values. Montoya, also a chicana, explores stereotypes not 
just of women of this culture but of women in general through this 
tension of soft and hard.  She simultaneously addresses herself 
by mirroring her image in a photograph of a woman of the same 
descent.

“Protest” challenges the concept of E Pluribus Unum 
on which the nation is founded. Works under this theme embrace 
fundamental questions about national ideals of economic, political, 
and social equality. Richard Ray Whitman’s primary colored 
lithograph, Do Indian Artists Go To Santa Fe When They Die?,  
combines a group shot of Indian figures with a map of the United 
States. The map refers to the ongoing displacement of Indian tribes 
in this country, a truth that is widely out of the public eye – though 
one recent report discussed the presence of highly contaminated 
run-off on reservation lands.    The striking content is intensified 
by Whitman’s use of color and hard design, and emphasized in the 
blurry reproduction of the group portrait – the people are literally 
losing substance in the image. 

“Pride” arguably assumes all the themes within the 
exhibit.  Presentation of self, the effects of assimilation, and how 
protest can be made all fall under the umbrella of pride. At once 
an undesirable characteristic, it is also vital to the continuation 
of singular culture and the promotion of identity in our diverse 
context. And, it entails a sense of accomplishment – not only 
about successful individuation, but also about artistic success and 
acknowledgement.  Hombre que la Gustan las Mujeres (Man who 
loves the Women) is a humorous take on this idea. Cesar Augusto 
Martinez portrays a meaty Mexican American male with three 
tattoos.  On each arm is a Mexican female.  One, already half 
naked, sexily reveals her breasts by coyly removing her top.  The 
other is a good, Mexican girl in proper costume. Over his heart: 
the Virgin Mary.  Again, this is a stereotype.  But, it speaks to the 
coexistence of divine, erotic, and familial love – in a sense, it’s a 
Mexican American Joy of Life. 

Frank Stewart’s photograph, Skaine & Coopty, Miami, 
summarizes the exhibition.  Two men, one silhouetted with 
his trombone; the other, with trumpet, modeled in masterful 
chiaroscuro, gaze toward the right of the photograph – in terms of 
American English text, towards the future.  This image of Wynton 
Marsallis and Wycliff Gordon documents the moment before they 
exit to the stage from behind the scrim.  But, it also anticipates 
the climax of the next moment, when these men unite with 
their instruments transform into musicians. All the work in this 
exhibition speaks of future potential, and suggests a document at 
this point in time.  Growing familiarity and communication about 
our issues, such as in this exhibit, can only foster continued change 
and unity.       q
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Thomas Sully at Jean Bragg

CONTEMPORARY artist thomas Sully continues the long-stand-
ing tradition of landscape painting in his exhibition of romantic 
works. Aptly titled Louisiana Reveries, his show is on display at 
the Jean Bragg Gallery in the Central Business District. Sully is a 
former resident of New Orleans, and is also the great-great great 
grandson of noted portrait painter Thomas Sully. Occupying the 
front space of the cozy corner gallery, Sully’s outdoor paintings 
are striking compositions that utilize methods similar to those em-

ployed by Hudson River School painters like Thomas Cole. Sully 
fills the foreground, middleground, and background with dense 
scenery in his enclosed landscapes. The paintings are teeming with 
natural life.
 The artist, who has been drawn to the Bayou Teche land-
scape for many years, creates in his studio and refers to plein air 
drawings and photographs for inspiration. Here, he paints layers 
upon layers of oil paint, at times seeming to heavily apply his 
paintbrush to the surface.  Sully’s style is similar to the Tonalists 
of the 19th century, a group of artists who were interested in layer-
ing shades of pigment in order to create varying color effects. This 
influence is evident in paintings like his Jefferson Island Reverie, 
an autumnal landscape that is also one of his smaller paintings in 
the show. Similar to his other works, Sully paints by using a rich 
color palette that saturates the canvas. The artist moves from fall 
colors and tress heavy with leaves, to depictions of wintertime. In 
Winter Quarters, the season is represented with icy blues of the 
winter sky that are reflected in the serpentine waterway that travels 
down the central part of the painting. 
 Sully’s fondness of the Louisiana landscape is also ob-
served in the swamp scene Bayou Tortue, The Day Begins. In this 
daybreak scene, the sun rises over this untamed bayou and illu-
minates the hazy background that is lined with cypress trees. A 

Gallery Walk
BY KATE BRUCE

Thomas Sully: Jefferson Island Reverie,  2012.  Oil on board,  10.25” high.  Jean Bragg Gallery.

THOMAS SULLY
Jean Bragg Gallery

DIEGO LARGUIA + PHILIP C. THOMPSON
The Academy Gallery

GAITHER POPE
Cole Pratt Gallery

New Orleans, LA
-
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lone bird watches over the landscape, and is the only presence of 
wildlife in the scene. For centuries, these cypress swamps have 
provided inspiration to artists like Sully, intent on depicting this 
treasured world.  

Diego Larguia and Philip C Thompson at the Academy

RECENTLY, two realist exhibitions by Diego Larguia and Philip 
C. Thompson were on view at The Academy Gallery at the New 
Orleans Academy of Fine Arts.  Both shows occupy the primary 
gallery spaces of the architecturally prominent building on Maga-
zine Street. One gallery space showcases works by Diego Larguia, 
who trained at the Academy and has served as an instructor there 
since 2008. The artist presents mostly small-scale paintings in his 
exhibition showcasing new works. Over thirty-four paintings are 
included, and vary from local landscape scenes to cityscapes of 
New York City.  Born in Argentina, the artist credits impressionist 
artists as early influences, as well as local artist Phil Sandusky. 
Larguia often works in both plein air and by studying photographs. 

His ability to portray the distinctive character of a location is dem-
onstrated in Orange Boat (Delacroix). In this painting, the artist 
captures the lull of a boat on the water, and the lazy ripples in 
the calm waters. In contrast to this seemingly southern scene is 
Larguia’s Across the Hudson River-NYC.  This vividly painted 
cityscape is alive with shades of blues that contrast with stark yel-
lows. Larguia’s work effectively provides a real context for the 
imaginative viewer. In this way the viewer can almost picture him-
self in the scene, as in the serene painting Longue Vue.
 New Orleans native and former Academy student Phil-
ip C. Thompson fills the opposite gallery of the main floor with 
over thirty intriguing compositions. This realist’s style incorpo-
rates highly defined surfaces with crisp brush strokes, as in Almost 
Ready. His still-life painting combines all of the necessary tackle 
an avid fisherman needs to depart on his anticipated expedition 
in our Sportsman’s Paradise. Thompson reflects on art historical 
trends with his curiosity cabinet paintings. These works are entic-
ing, especially when the viewer inspects the items chosen by the 
artist. One cabinet, Raspberries, includes such objects as a clock, 
a skull, a tiny figurine, a snuffed candle, and of course, raspber-

Philip C. Thompson: Raspberries, 24” high. Academy Galleries.
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Gaither Pope: Stand in Motion, 2012. Oil/Paper/Board, 36” high.  Cole Pratt Gallery.

ries. The inclusion of these disparate objects creates a compel-
ling scene. Perhaps he includes these objects in order to reinforce 
the fleeting nature of life. This contemplative painting allows the 
viewer to pause while walking through his show. In his work, the 
artist does “everything [he] can to evoke feeling and mood.” Like 
Larguia, Thompson creates for the viewer a real world, envisioned 
with his imaginative style.

Gaither Pope at Cole Pratt

THE COLE PRATT GALLERY on Magazine Street features real-
ist artist Gaither Pope in his cohesive exhibition Stands in Motion. 
Pope, a native of Mississippi, lives in Baton Rouge and teaches 
fine arts at Nicholls State University. His landscapes often depict 
regions familiar to the artist. These landscapes are striking due to 
his unique technique, chosen subject matter, and brilliant use of 
color. Pope’s technique, a process of pressing then molding paper 
to the birch panel, and then painting over that combination with oil 
paint, often enhances his chosen and frequently depicted subject 
matter, the landscape. The presentation of the subject matter is of 
equal importance, and at times, the artist’s work is reminiscent in 

style to abstract expressionists of the 1940’s & 50’s. His active ges-
tures are noticeable by tracings of his palette knife, and this mark, 
combined with his highly polished and multi-layered surfaces, are 
appealing characteristics of his pieces. The artist presents all of his 
scenes in a vertical format with compositions that incorporate high 
horizon lines, which stimulates the overall movement of the scene 
within the composition. According to Pope, this vertical format 
allows for “emphatic movement” on the viewer’s part as he or she 
stands in motion as well.” 
 At times, certain shapes within Pope’s landscapes are elu-
sive, but in his painting Stand in Motion, the imagery is clearly 
recognizable. Here, the artist depicts a grassy shoreline along a 
high horizon line. His incorporation of the high horizon line pro-
vides the opportunity for the artist to include a vast expanse of 
land in the foreground of the painting, as also demonstrated in 
Walk on Water. Radiant hues of oranges and reds are contrasted by 
misty blues and verdant greens painted within the foreground. In 
this painting, the deeply colored sunset brings to mind those often 
painted by noted 19th century Hudson River School artist Frederic 
Edwin Church. Church’s sunsets were frequently viewed by critics 
of the period as having spiritual implications, and one wonders if 
Pope is evoking this same feeling in his work.                             q
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BY  KARL F VOLKMAR

Is What You See What You Get?
Deborah Luster: Sunday Morning, 1993. Silver gelatin print mounted on Sintra. 30 in. high.

SEND IT ON Down is an exhibition of photographs by Deborah 
Luster related to The Lost Roads Project: A Walk-In Book of Ar-
kansas and The Rosesucker Retablos from the nineteen nineties 
that rewards the viewer with the sense of having that firm grasp 
on reality that characterizes the best straight photography and the 
intellectual satisfaction that comes from technical mastery of the 
medium and the artist’s sense of design. Although obviously posed 
and composed, Luster’s photographs have an elusive quality that 
challenges one’s ability to stay focused on the photographs them-
selves and their subjects and not to wander into the miasma of in-
terpretation. Like the work of predecessor southern photographers 
Walker Evans, Eudora Welty, and Thomas Eggleston, Luster’s 
work evidences a world hitherto unknown to the typical viewer 
for whom the photographs are surrogate experience in the best 
tradition of documentary photography. The clarity of the artist’s 
vision leads one to trust the integrity of the photographer and the 
photograph, finding interest in what the subjects would consider 
as ordinary and everyday, an interest that makes the ordinary and 
everyday something special.
 In Sunday Morning, for example, the bright whiteness of 

the young girl’s dress with its pleats and folds and ruffles melds 
with subtle patterns gently revealed in the even light of a bright 
cloudy day echoed in the puffy bolls of cotton resting amid the 
field of brittle spiky plants beneath the amorphous pullulating 
forms of the cloud-filled sky. The young girl’s, arms held behind 
her back like the young man in Stripes and the woman in Hand-
fishing Retablo, stands like a classical kore, hips slightly askew, 
spine leaning to the left, with an almost non-existent twist of the 
torso and shoulders, left shoulder below the right, head held erect 
and leaning slightly to the right, the chin of her oval face lowered 
such that the rounded top of the forehead echoing the chin gleams 
in the reflected light, her hairline iterating the ruffles that arch 
from shoulder to shoulder, the braid of hair atop her head adding a 
perky note that sets the scene in motion, her ovoid head the center.
 The young man in Stripes stands in casual contrapposto 
like the young girl’s kouros counterpart. The shadow of the head 
falling across his right shoulder echoes the dark bill of the puffy 
striped cap, the right half of the face lying in shadow, the left in 
the unmitigated bright sunlight, head leaned forward so that dark 
shadows beneath the arched brows accentuate the intense expres-
sion around his eyes. The oh-so-subtle serpentine balance of the 
torso is echoed in the arc of the body rising like an unstrung bow. 
The more strongly differentiated stripes of his cap contrast with 
the horizontal stripes of the shirt, perhaps due to fading through 
life lived in the intense summer sun. The striping becomes less 
distinct as one’s eye moves from the top of the head to the waist 

DEBORAH LUSTER
Send It on Down

Arthur Roger Gallery
New Orleans, LA

—
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as if ever so slightly out of focus because of hips thrust forward, 
a distinction iterated in the diagonal bands of road, cotton field, 
trees, and sky beyond.
 Why did the artist title the photograph of the young girl 
Sunday Morning and change the original title of Young Man, Phil-
lips County to the impersonal Stripes? By evoking the specific 
time of a specific day of the week that has special significance in 
the intensely Christian cultures of the South, the young girl be-
comes the embodiment of the rituals associated with dressing up 
in one’s finest and going to church as participant in this cultural 
narrative. In this naming the artist takes on the role of the author 
that had been undertaken by others in the texts juxtaposed to the 
artist’s photographs in The Lost Roads Project: A Walk-In Book 
of Arkansas. This opens the door for the viewer to develop her 
own interpretations as long as one adheres to what cannot be ques-
tioned -- the young girl, her cotton dress, the ripe cotton, the time 
of day, the day of the week, the time in the growing season, and the 
weather conditions -- in a grand metaphor like the opening lines of 
Koheleth or a painting by van Ruisdael or Cole. 
 In The Taxidermists’s Son and Eel, it is young boys as 
young boys doing what young boys do that seems so natural, so 
real. The son’s thin body rises from the ground in a slow spiral 
as he leans forward towards the viewer, as intent on confronting 
the viewer with the animal parts he holds in his hand as he is in 
keeping those animal parts away from the beagle whose body is 
tensed so anxiously watching the severed head that one can almost 
feel the quiver of his body and the muted whining of desire. The 
devilish expression on his face is as intent as that of the young boy 
holding the eel held just far enough away that it can not touch him 
and just close enough that he can examine it carefully. The form of 
the eel mirrors the shape of the tree limb whose undulating contour 
continues in the shadow dangling across the boy’s chest as eel, 
limb, and shadow become coextensive with each other.
 Bottle Tree is an essay in design, photographed looking 
upwards as its spine arcs upwards into the clear sky above, guard-
ed at each corner by leaved branches of cropped out surrounding 
trees framing an irregular quatrefoil of light slightly askew from 
the Cartesian axes of the square shape of the image, defying the 
incipient regularity with a rotating spiral of movement, aided and 
abetted by the short diagonals formed by the broken branches 
while the transparent volumes of the bottles are silhouetted against 
the brightness of the sky and reveal the finger-like branches that 
support them.
 The soaring helical upwards thrusting movement of the 
trunk expresses visually what one might imagine an Asmat feels 
in the presence of a bisj pole, and the inspiration for the bottle tree 
as spiritual practice may very well reflect similar beliefs in the 
symbol of the tree that finds expression in so many world cultures. 
Yet Luster’s photograph is not the document of the anthropolo-
gist, recording the cultural artifact; it is objective, but it is less the 
fact of the artifact/object, and more the beauty of the design, an 
aesthetic sensitivity, the angle of shooting capturing the variegated 
values of the leaves that appear as ephemeral as the translucent 
glass of the bottles, while the sharp forms of the broken branches 
pierce the lightness and cross swords with each other as they direct 
attention in multiple directions simultaneously. One might wonder 
if the photographer is expressing an empathy with they who cre-
ated the bottle tree or, perhaps, the tree itself. 
 It is interesting to consider Handfishing Retablo as a vari-

ation of the formal theme of the Bottle Tree. The opaque form of 
the body arches among the dark thicket of leaves that is as substan-
tial as the leaves surrounding the bottle tree are ephemeral. The 
truncated form gleams amid the rich darkness, the lobular shapes 
of the leaves the obverse of the lobed quatrefoil, their planes can-
tilevering into space like the blades of knives, echoed in the leaves 
at the upper left, their clarity contrasting with the puddled darks of 
the deeper shade, the expressionless face like a tree spirit asleep 
in the woods. It is a subject that is so loaded with cultural associa-
tions, so carefully composed, like one of Munch’s works, that it is 
difficult to imagine that the artist is unaware, and that perhaps it 
may even be thought of as a symbolic self portrait. It is an anoma-
ly.
 The Zombie, challenging the viewer’s objectivity with its 
suggestive title redolent of gothic fantasies, could be either a de-
liberate misdirection to tease one into interpretation or a whimsical 
inspiration of the artist. The neutrality of the expression allows 
one to peruse the textures and forms if not distracted by the title. 
The image could be disconcerting even without the name zombie 
attached, the mysterious juxtaposition of the polished sphere with 
its glistening surface contrasting with the dark shape of the curtain 
hiding everything beyond, as if the sphere were rolling along an 
arced track following the curve of the cloth, the implacable shape 
of the emotionless face topped by the rising hair echoed in the 
scraggly bushes beyond. The shape of the reflection presents a 
puzzle in the manner of Velasquez’s Las Meninas for one does not 
know how far the sphere or the zombie lies behind the cloth and 
thus whether the reflection is of something between the viewer 
and the sphere or, because of the nature of spherical geometry, of 
something beyond.
 Damien and Listine is a playful work, as if one is wit-
nessing a magical performance. The circular objects taped over 
the eyes, the larges eXes over the eyes, and the hands raised with 
fingers pressed against temples may suggest to the art historically 
inclined a parody of Munch’s Scream. The slight asymmetry due 
to the positioning of the head and shoulders to the left of center is 
abetted by the revealing light and obscuring shadows from the rays 
of the sun raking across the features of the faces. The texture of 
the skin of the forearm is radically different between left and right, 
the right appearing as if disembodied, the head floating above an 
amorphous pool of shadows beneath, the texture of the hair mirror-
ing the skin of the forehead. The body of Listine twists slightly, her 
right side pulled away, edges hidden by the right side of Damien, 
her left hand holding a queen of hearts, the card of love and of 
power. Considered from the critical position of the documentary 
one can reasonably conclude that these two prima facie unusual 
compositions, rather than being bizarre concoctions of the artist, 
are in fact objective recordings of a the playful imaginations of the 
two individuals who are the subjects. 
 Miss Cotton is a straightforward portrait in the mode of 
Sunday Morning and Stripes. Her knitted cap protects her against 
the cold. The joining of the neck at the shoulders is aligned with 
the horizon as in Sunday Morning, and Stripes. Miss Cotton stands 
in a shadowless landscape, a curious expression on her face, ques-
tioning, perhaps a bit suspicious, wondering why anyone would 
waste their time taking photographs of ordinary people like her-
self.
 By contrast, Ear, originally titled Near Yellville, is a study 
in design at the same time as one’s attention is drawn to the ear on 
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the man’s knee and into thinking about what type of personality 
would have an ear on his knee and what were the events leading 
to the situation.  The anonymous man sits as if one with nature, as 
integral a part of the woods as the stacks of Tobacco in the field, a 
primordial being poised on the edge of a fallen tree trunk, as if in 
a trance. The immaculate folds of his clothing overlap themselves 
as his body leans forward in a subtly twisting pose as he carefully 
balances himself with arms and hands extended. Eyes embedded 
in a labor and weather worn face seem focused on the ear lying on 
his knee as if it were the most natural thing in the world. An en-
gorged vein glides beneath the skin across the elbow and along the 
inside of the forearm as the right arm stretches into long elegant 
fingers. Subtle differences among the textures of the cloth and that 
of the skin, the roughness of the tree bark and the tatted shadows 
of the leaves and branches in the background enliven the shaded 
woodlands. 
 Careful consideration of depth of field produces the sur-
realistic Prisoner and impressionistic Walnuts. In Prisoner, there 
is an apparent disparity between the light that illuminates the back 
of the prisoner that would be due to a sun from the left and the 
nebulous luminosity hovering above the horizon such as one sees 
in the intensely humid heat of a midsummer’s day. The vector ex-
tends through the body and arm as the prisoner appears to fling a 
thick vine into the air from which bits of debris scatter through the 
air, creating an effect like a surge of ectoplasm in late nineteenth 
century spiritualist photography. The soft focus sustains the sense 
of indeterminateness; nowhere is one allowed to feel an edge or 
grasp a form as the artist wields fluid light and dark in a broad 
brushed calligraphy in which as much shadows are as much sub-
stance as absence. In Walnuts, the photograph captures the dry brit-

tleness of fall in a network of twigs and branches and trunks whose 
substance seems conjured of light from the soft veined mesh of the 
distance into the ever less indistinct foreground to the palpability 
of the globular walnuts.
 The attention of the camera focuses on the thin slice of 
wizened flesh of the neck of Rosesucker Retablo. The eyes stare 
blankly out of the aged face. Wrinkled lips echo the senescent flesh 
around the eyes; deep lines carved by aging connect the nose and 
mouth; a string of bird forms hangs around her neck, their lifeless 
bodies silhouetted against the soft flesh of the body. She too like 
the man with the ear seems lost in her own thoughts or in a trance. 
 In Septima with Tadpoles, the columnar forms of legs and 
dress are compared to the cylindrical form of the jar, the patterns 
of the dress with the cloudy water in which dark shapes of tad-
poles flagellate through their liquid world. The clear details of the 
embroidered and tatted design and gently puckered and creased 
surface of the cloth contrast with the smooth fullness of lower legs 
and feet stained with mud that has begun to dry along edges within 
a wooded world perhaps shared with the man near Yellville. The 
subtle strength of the real keeping imagination at bay with the del-
icately ironic interplay between the artificial vegetal arabesques 
and flower forms aka art within chaotic natural woodland world.
 As a whole, and in parts, Luster has produced a diverse 
collection of photographs that subvert simplistic expectations with 
respect to photography as documentary medium. Through deft 
deployment of a wide range of the technical possibilities of pho-
tography, the artist has realized intriguing effects that stimulate 
one’s engagement with individual works through feats of formal, 
conceptual, and technical legerdemain.   q

Deborah Luster: The Zombie, 1993. Silver gelatin print mounted on Sintra. 23.75 in. high.
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(Scenes from Childhood)

Group Exhibition
Carroll Gallery
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Kinderszenen
BY KATHY RODRIGUEZ

importance.  The child is a Jungian archetype, the potential force 
of individuation, the separation of self and other. But that process 
inevitably brings baggage with it – memory, nostalgia, a history.  
Those are some of the themes in Kinderszenen, a group exhibit at 
Newcomb’s Carroll Gallery.

The artists in the exhibit extrapolate these themes in 
various ways.  Natalie McLaurin’s video High Arches shows a 
headless figure draped in a colorful afghan in the shape of bird 
wings.  This figure’s legs extend from below, silently tapping out a 
series of dance steps.  Only the legs and feet move. The top half of 
the body appears to be stuck in another dimension.  

McLaurin literally put her head through a wall to create 
this work. The bi-dimensionality suggests being caught between 
two places – one, memories of childhood and play; the other, 
adulthood – signified by the obviously adult legs. The projection 
reflects from the wall onto the polished floor, recalling images 
of Narcissus.  Whether intentional or not, it suggests the vanity 
involved in considerations of childhood – the memory is of one’s 
self. 

Alex Podesta’s sculpture in the adjacent alcove is as 
disarming as McLaurin’s headless figure.  The Saint, a self-portrait 
of sorts, combines a life-size sculpture of the bunny-man familiar 
to his work with two identically dressed male youths, each holding 
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Mark Bercier: Healin’ Symbols & Forgotten Dreams #9 (detail), 2012. 

HUMAN FASCINATION WITH childhood’s potential has existed 
for millennia. The Egyptian pharaoh Akhenaton and his queen 
Nefertiti appear in sunken relief with their three daughters playing 
on their laps, enlivened by the immortality showering from 
the disc of the sun above them.  This somewhat unprecedented 
representation of familial affection is remarkable for its inclusion 
of children, and it suggests their burgeoning power and divine 
right. A Greek kouros or kore, youthful male and female statues, 
appropriate traditional Egyptian poses, but their freestanding 
forms depart from the rigidity of their counterparts. Apart from 
the nudity of the kouroi, they are imbued with a sense of motion, 
whether in forward-leaning stance or the rippling of a garment. 
They suggest potential movement and force. 
 This brief and incomplete summary of early representations 
of youth in art is intended to point to the idea that humans have 
historically treated youthfulness with a sense of wonder, awe, and 



an umbrella. The adult bunny-man, perched on a dresser-drawer 
pedestal, towers over the youths.  Below him, the two robotic 
young men stand on children’s tables, each painted bright red and 
blue – two primary colors. He apparently holds his “children” by 
the backs of their necks, an animalistic gesture both authoritarian 
and comforting.  

Podesta embraces Jungian ideas of other, individuation, 
and hero. As in other instances, he seems to question “Who is 
this god dude?” (a quote taken from the artist’s statement on his 
website).  It is questionable whether this god is a hero, a savior 
figure. It’s an odd triad of son and god, referencing the stabile 
pyramid of depictions of the Catholic Trinity in Renaissance 
paintings. 

Like Podesta, Monica Zeringue make self-portraits in 
meticulous graphite drawings stitched with embroidery. Reflection 
depicts a girl with Zeringue’s features peering into an abysmal hole.  
She totes a stringed toy, ignored at her side, as she gazes into the 
darkness. The image evokes nostalgia for lost youth concurrently 
with a sensation of uncertainty. By depicting the girl with her 
features, Zeringue suggests her own memories of childhood. 
Conversely, it could be an image about unknown potential. The 
abyss into which she stares seems to hold her future, though one 
dark and ambivalent. 

Zeringue has represented this iconographic girl through 
various series, and Mark Bercier and Alan Gerson’s paintings 
also pull from long-standing themes in their oeuvres.  For twenty 
years, Bercier has worked within a specific iconography that was 
eventually led by “Baby,” a girl-child figure taken from a portrait 
painted by his five-year-old daughter.  Bercier says the narratives 
symbolized in these images show the way art can assuage life’s 
“riddles and fears.”  Using text and symbol, Bercier composes 
deeply meaningful images that, in this series, are overlaid with 
patterns of dots.  Visually, the dots add texture; conceptually, they 
form a veil between artwork and viewer, suggesting a separation 
from reality.  Bercier’s iconic, abstract language already removes 
the images from reality, much like hieroglyphs.  The added texture 
and pattern emphasize the idea of lost childhood and memory, 
shaded by the scrim of adulthood.

Gerson’s paintings depict grimmer images of childhood. 
Distant Thunder might be a photograph from a family vacation, 
if we could actually enter Gerson’s world of “Goofy Guys.”  But, 
trouble lurks in this idyllic composition.  A father figure proudly 
stands on a dock with his children.  All eagerly, fanatically smile 
at the “camera,” the painter’s eye, with horrific maws packed with 
teeth.  To the right, one dives or falls into the shimmering lake, 
and in the distance, a tiny bolt of lightning strikes the horizon.  

Natalie McLaurin: High Arches.
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Swimming during storms is a risky business, and Gerson seems to 
suggest that in this instance it won’t be worth it. 

Sybille Peretti and Steven Paul Day’s sculptures are 
figurative. In this configuration, both absence and presence of the 
figures lend visual force and content to the work. Day’s installation 
of a small porcelain table and three porcelain wall works suggests 
the ephemeral remnant of a long-lost tea party.  No child inhabits 
this space, but the record of its presence is left in the stacks of 
small cups that occupy the surface of the table. 

The delicacy of the medium evokes fragile hands and 
gentle handling of the objects. Those hands are mentioned in I 
Is a Girl, where text reads like a grammatically incorrect reading 
primer. That evokes the awkwardness of early mistakes, of learning 
to communicate.  Didactic, schoolbook like imagery appears in 
two other tile wall works that surround it. The ghostly quality of 
the porcelain and the isolation of this installation in the gallery 

corner conveys loneliness – the isolation, too, of learning about the 
other as opposed to self.

Peretti’s partnership with Day is echoed in her medium 
and imagery.  Her porcelain figures, from the Genie and Victor 
Portrait Series, seem like the ghostly presence of the children 
missing from Day’s installation. These children have closed their 
eyes to the memory of their play.  They read like somber busts or 
death masks, the only evidence left of the ephemeral body.  But, 
that evidence is proof of existence, and the pain of development 
from childhood to adult.

The exhibit’s curatorial themes included nostalgia, 
memory, and childhood.  The tile refers to Schumann’s 
compositions of the same title.  Much like music is fleeting, these 
artists explore the finiteness of such a strikingly important time in 
human development.  As music plays through time, so do childish 
voices fade in the same, transitory beats.   q
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Monica Zeringue: Reflection, 2006. Graphite and embroidered thread on paper. 22 in. high.



Fragments of Memories
BY  KARL F VOLKMAR

tree is in the nascent state just before the new growth season 
begins or after the last leaves have fallen and the life sustaining 
fluids have returned to the roots beneath the ground, or in the 
final stage of existence when all hope and promise of renewal has 
dissolved in the inevitable passage of time, a metaphor employed 
in literature from B’reishit to Baudelaire and painting from Bellini 
to Thomas Cole.
 The vague, delicately warm tonal harmonies lie within 
a narrow range of hues and values that lie just beyond the reach 
of tactile apprehension. Charts and diagrams, maps, and pages 
from old books that had once served as surrogates for inaccessible 
experiences have been quilted over the ground in a carefully 
organized array, documents of others’ dreams and voyages to distant 
lands, adventures on ocean journeys by Nantucket sailing ships to 
the South Pacific and Indian oceans in search of spermaceti or 
the China Sea for tea, written and published dreamlike documents 
evidence of the floating within an evanescent luminous cloud. The 
suffusing of tree and ink and paper of publication in the oneness 
of art as document of dreams mirrors the truth that tree and paper 
and ink were once the same substance, from which they were 
differentiated, that individuality now dissolving into a vaporous 
unity of light.
 The magnificent sailing vessels, that themselves were 
once the vehicles of others’ dreams whether imagined voyages or 

IN THE QUIETLY seductive, subdued lighting and serene space of 
the gallery, Dream Documents invites reflection on the memories 
of dream and experiences as the warming air of spring draws 
forth the fresh scents of new life rising from the moist and fecund 
earth. Where springtime quietly announces the renewing of life 
in the perennial cycle, Dream Documents is a meditation on what 
has been lost and might have been. A soothing lugubrious aura 
emanates from the forms and images, filling the space in which 
one stands, enclosing the viewer within the ephemeral substance 
of dreams in a crepuscular light like the soft, even light beneath 
the leaved branches of a beech tree on a mid-spring day where the 
flowers of a dogwood tree appear as apparitions suspended in a 
dimensionless world.
 In Boat Tree, a mixed media diptych composed of two 
panels measuring forty by sixty-five inches, the leafless branches 
of a ghostly pale dusty pink tree spread across an ambiguous 
ground composed of sheets of printed text and prints of ancient 
sailing ships from old publications. One knows not whether the 

Raine Bedsole: Floating House IV, 2012. M/M. 23 in. high.
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Ishmael pseudo-autographical narrative, were created in response 
to an expanding anticipation of larger dimensions of experience. 
Sailing ships and the sea became emblematic vessels for imaginary 
voyages, dreams of traveling to distant lands, the fulfillment of 
desire for something beyond the ordinary and the everyday, and the 
memories of what had never come to be except in dreams. These 
vessels passing over the seven seas, once the media for imagined 
and accessible experience, are now but memories of days gone by, 
relived in fiction or maritime museums, as they sail in through the 
seas of dreams.
 Coral Painting No. 5, a tonal pendant of Boat Tree, 
represents branching coral as an undersea analog for the tree. The 
tree is represented from the perspective of a viewer standing on 
the ground from which the tree grows. The coral ‘tree’ is presented 
as if one were standing on the bottom of the ocean in a surreal 
Redon-like world. As in a dream, without the slightest sense of 
being other than normal the viewer has become a participant in 
another world, immersed in an aqueous vision of soft luminosity 
simulating the elusive substance of dreams.
 The sympathy of the color and value range of Boat Tree 
and Coral Painting No. 5 is iterated in the parallel between growth 
patterns of land and sea life, the fluid nature of air and water, heir 
to the ancient notion that as it is above so it is below. The living 
skeleton of the coral is like the wood of the dormant tree, both 
preserved in their respective deaths as documents of what had 
been, like the memories of a dream. Common to both is one of the 
most ancient of symbols, the tree as metaphor for life, celebrated 
in the mythological lore of cultures around the world, from the eitz 
chaim of the Garden of Eden in the Judeo-Christian tradition, the 
Fusang tree of Chinese folklore, the sacred tree dating from Indian 
prehistoric times, and the live oak trees of southern Louisiana and 
the Ceiba trees of Mesoamerica.
 The warm toned pair of Boat Tree and Coral Painting 
has a cool counterpart in Bird Tree and Blue Coral. The ghostlike, 
fractal arabesques of tree branches spread across the background 
like a veinal network. Birds perching silently on the snow-rimed 
skeleton in a motionless world are undisturbed by the slightest 
breeze. Birds like boats and trees are universal symbols of passage 
between spiritual realms and the natural world, harbingers of what 
is to come, and messengers of the gods, soaring into the air as ships 
sail across the seas: crows and ravens, doves and frigate birds, the 
thunderbird aka eagle, Nike and Cupid, and the hybrid angel, part 
human, part bird.
 The branching limbs and twigs are composed of pale blue 
gray rectangles like long bricks or wooden siding one on which 
are written various texts, all suffused with a dreamlike quality. 
It is a space illumined by itself, rather than revealed by reflected 
or radiating light, an amorphous volume coextensive with one’s 
consciousness. The lightness evokes remembrances of rimed 
wintry landscapes where every surface is coated with whiteness, 
a wintry fairyland where sounds sublimate into hoarfrost. The 
companion piece is the large thirty-seven by one hundred sixteen 
inches Blue Coral, the blue coral painted on layers of painted 
sheets accumulating to form a low relief.
 Tattered Wing I and II are delicate flamboyante traceries 
of branches expanding and rising upwards, repeatedly dividing, 
the source of the tatted skeletal shadows on the wall. A variation 
on the theme of tree, the wings are like the delicate lacework 
skeletons of leaves from which the interstitial tissue has decayed 

that mimicks the wintry branches of deciduous trees. Graceful 
bifurcating extensions reaching outwards fill the air like ethereal 
nets grasping bits of paper like a spider enwrapping a fly caught in 
its web in silken threads, the memory of the fly transformed into 
the substance of the arachnid, passed on to successive generations, 
as the present is embodies the memory of the past.
 Along one wall a fleet of small pirogues floats suspended 
amid an aura of light and shadow. From whence have they come? 
For whom are they waiting? To where are they going? The form of 
the slender, delicately constructed shell of Rain Boat Empty Tears 
is echoed by its shadow cast on the wall. The hundreds of holes 
perforating the hull allude to the fragility of dreams and memories 
and the explicit peril of hoping for that that may not come to be. 
The evanescent nature of the light that illuminates is also the light 
that seeps through the holes to create shadowy shapes in which 
it is the light which is something and the shadow signifying the 
insubstantial nature of living in Plato’s cave. The unrequited 
dreams and desires of flesh and blood beings once experienced 
intensely one on one are related in the many pages of letters and 
printed text, each with its own story to tell and with which the 
hull of Rain Boat has been made, meld into the undifferentiated 
shadow of absence projected on the wall, the stories surviving in 
the present tense of the reader’s awareness as witness to the lived 
lives of those who have gone before.
 Scraps of paper torn from written and printed pages 
are attached to the twigs and narrow branches that the artist has 
woven together to make Prayer Flag Boat in imitation of Tibetan 
Bon Buddhist practice. Prayers, trees, and boats like the Asmat 
wuromon, soul canoes, from PNG carved from a single tree, 
embody the hopes of those who offered them, the boat the vehicle 
of their passage from or return to the spiritual world from which 
they came into this world, or nilotic passages from the land of the 
living to the land of the dead. As one approaches the better to learn 
the details of the narrative specificity eludes one.
 Oars is an interesting installation because there 
are similarities with trees and the association with boats. An 
assortment of painted oars stands upright like the most attenuated 
of figures, their long slender shafts like emaciated bodies, blades 
like heads/faces descended from Cycladic idols, each painted with 
different designs as distinguished as the painted and tattooed faces 
and bodies of PNG warriors, a signal presence of totemic forms 
of beings from another realm of consciousness, perhaps the past, 
perhaps a parallel world, a visitation from another dimension, 
with adhering bits of text the muted speech, vaguely reminiscent 
of the ominous gathering of jade figures discovered on an Olmec 
burial. Subtle irregularities of surfaces and textures and varied 
color schemes within a limited range supports the quiet presence 
of these sentinels waiting quietly.
 The Floating Houses are deceptively flimsy constructions 
as one might discover peering among the trees along an inland 
waterway, made of materials found lying along a path or caught 
among the branches of a bush along a stream after a flood, 
suspended in air like an epiphyte in rainforest. Floating is an idea 
frequently employed by the artist, alluding to the amorphous nature 
of dreamtime and dreamscapes whether literally as in the Floating 
Houses or implied by the boats and ships and the ambiguous 
luminosity of the two dimensional works.
 Floating House IV is assembled from a fragment of sheet 
music, a page from a children’s book with a young boy wearing 
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a beret with checked shirt and shorts and long socks with his dog 
beside him as he does his exercises on the wall, all fragments of 
whole lives, elements as happenstance in their combination as 
the nests of birds and as ephemeral as the events that shape lives. 
Floating House III consists of a wire framework and a ladder 
dangling like the roots of an orchid in the rain forest, a structure 
made of materials chanced upon, some bits of wire, a cover of a 
magazine, a few sheets of paper, some twigs, each with their own 
histories, put carefully to create a primordial habitat.

 The Twig Figure man could have been discovered as a 
pile of debris that had accumulated in an eddy of a flooding stream, 
placed on pages from children’s writing exercises shaping letters 
and words carefully placed between the lines, a printed n and a 
capital N, the loop of the p in pond fitting in the line below, the 
tail of the d extending up to the line above, arithmetic products the 
long way, from early phases of learning when structured patterns 
of thinking representing the coda of a culture are encoded in young 
minds.        q

Raine Bedsole: Boat Tree, 2012. M/M. 40 in. high.
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Raine Bedsole: Twig Figure, 2008.  M/M, 24” high.



THIS YEAR ON the east coast a Richard Diebenkorn Exhibition 
closed in Washington DC, and the Barnes Foundation opened 
in Philadelphia.  Both merited notice. Beyond that, both raised 
serious issues about the presentation and preservation of art.

*
 I first learned of Richard Diebenkorn in the early 1980s, 
when Prof. Tom Young of the University of New Orleans told 
me that one of the best paintings in the New Orleans Museum 
of Art was a painting by Diebenkorn.  When I went to NOMA 
to look at it, I understand what Young meant.  Ostensibly it was 
an image of a woman sitting at a window.  More significantly, it 
was about painting and what could be done with paint.  Pigment 
was exploited, layered on in thin glazes and thick piles.  More 
important, it produced a concert of color, which  Diebenkorn 
frequently accomplished by scraping and brushing one layer of 
color over another different color, often opposite or discordant.  In 
a sense the woman in the painting was irrelevant, if not distracting.
 Tom Young grew up with the American abstract 
expressionists, and so did Richard  Diebenkorn.   Diebenkorn’s 
early work is both abstract and expressionist, and shows a facility 
with pigment and color which typifies his second phase of work 
which involves represented images from the quotidian world. (The 
NOMA painting constitutes an instance of this.)
 Yet it would seem clear that with  Diebenkorn’s concerns, 
he should ultimately abandon representationalism and return to 
abstract expression.  This he did around the turn of the 1960s 
decade into the 1970s.   The impetus for this return might have 
been the view from his residence in Ocean Park, California.  If it 
was not the impetus, certainly the name inspired one of the greatest 
series of painting in art, the Ocean Park Series.  
 The exhibition in Washington DC concluded a run 
which began in Orange County and stopped in Fort Worth before 
concluding at the Corcoran. Not only did the show include larger 
Ocean Park paintings, it also provided a generous sampling 

of  Diebenkorn’s other Ocean Park pursuits, including smaller 
works on paper (using gouache, acrylic, crayon and collage); and, 
significantly, the oil paint on cigar boxes which originally made 
an appearance in Brooklyn n the middle 1980s.  Everywhere 
Diebenkorn’s power with abstract relations and color interaction 
evidenced itself.
 The show, however, did manage to raise some questions.  
For example, the good news is that it included at least one early 
representation of Ocean Park, viz., “Untitled (View from Studio, 
Ocean Park),” 1969. This was a work on paper consisting of 
gouache, charcoal and ink, about 12 by 18 inches.  Its importance 
lay in the fact that almost everything  in every Ocean Park work 
subsequent to this work might be deduced from it.  One understands 
why Diebenkorn uses the verticals, horizontals, and angles that he 
did.  They are all there in the lines and spaces from his studio, 
whether it be rooftops, trees, sky, or porches (above, below, and 
walls).  His willingness to show his explorations and mistakes are 
also included in this work.  The only thing  not apparent in the 
work is the eruption of color that will emerge a few years later.  
However, even with the black, whites, and greys, Diebenkorn 
reveals a subtle sensibility with some retrained smears of ochre.  If 
Diebenkorn provides a numbers of Faust works subsequent to this, 
this is his Urfaust.
 Yet the criticism I would direct in regard to the presentation 
of “Untitled (View from Studio, Ocean Park),” 1969, is that at the 
Corcoran it did not appear until the beginning of the middle of the 
show.   The previous Ocean Park paintings would have been much 
more comprehensible had this small piece opened the exhibition.  
Diebenkorn’s earlier Ocean Park works seem to work at resolving 
color issues as well as integration of diagonal forms.  It is clear 
from “Untitled (View from Studio, Ocean Park),” 1969, that the 
inspiration and fault lies with his views of the diagonals from his 
studio--as well as the brilliant California light, which is ready to 
erupt.
 The other question I would raise in regard this show 
involves the large paintings.  Usually a large Ocean Park from  
Diebenkorn constitutes an overwhelming experience.  The size of 
his canvasses achieve grandeur instead of pretension because of 
the multi-leveled tension between line, form, paint layering, and 
color.  Yet at the Corcoran the larger works tended to disappoint.  
I could not tell whether it was because of the lighting or the fact 
that  Diebenkorn’s pigments were fading.  Most if not all of his  
larger Ocean Park works consist of oil on canvass, as do his 

BY STEPHEN R BACHMANN

Diebenkorn in Washington, 
The Barnes in Philadelphia

RICHARD DIEBENKORN
The Ocean Park Series
Corcoran Gallery of Art

Washington, D.C.

THE BARNES FOUNDATION
Philidelphia, PA

-

24

Peripatetica



earlier abstract works.  While in the earlier abstract works one 
can ascertain his advanced facility with color and pigment, still 
some of them have suffered from the depredations of time and 
oxygen, or whatever it is that was physically  attacking whatever 
he placed on his canvasses.  One must wonder whether the same 
phenomenon might have been at work on the larger Ocean Park 
canvasses.  I hope it was only the lighting, but one had to wonder if 
some of  Diebenkorn’s pigments were not handling his aggressive 
use of glazing. 
 Fortunately, the Corcoran also included later works where  
Diebenkorn was using acrylic.  What his works did not achieve with 
the impact of size, they nevertheless accomplished with intensity 
of color--and his usual mastery of form.  The miracle is that his 
Ocean Park explorations worked on scales massive and intimate, 
and cigar box lids and little paper cut outs held the same power as 
traditional oil on canvass.  It is to be hoped that the masterworks 
on canvass will continue to hold their own against the physical rot 
of time.

 In the end, the Corcoran Diebernkorn exhibition made 
a strong case for the viability of Diebenkorn’s work, but it also 
revived question related to Walter Benjamin’s famous essay 
about art in the age of mechanical reproduction.  On the one hand 
Diebenkorn’s work would be the last that one would think could 
become improved by mechanical reproduction.  On the other hand, 
if some of his work is fading from time, perhaps some of it will be 
better preserved by the techniques of mechanical reproduction that 
have come to be available in recent years.  An interesting case is 
provided by his large painting Ocean Park 89.5.  I had--fortunately-
-bought the catalogue to this show before going to the Corcoran.  
Ocean Park 89.5 is mainly blue, but in the book it seemed dull, 
and I was looking forward to seeing a more overwhelming shade 
of blue in the exhibition.   However, the actual painting seemed 
almost as dull as the book, although it did convey another sense 
of blue.  But it did not convey the sense of cobalt that many other 
Diebernkorn works achieved.  So the question becomes: was the   
Ocean Park 89.5 originally that dull--or subtle?  And what could 
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Richard Diebenkorn: Untitled #26, 1984. Gouache, acrylic, and crayon on joined paper. 24 in. high.



one do with Ocean Park 89.5 with new reproduction techniques?  
One might be tempted to play with some pigmentation here, and 
some pigmentation there.  If nothing else it makes one wonder 
about art making in the future.  The Greek word for art is “techne,” 
from which we derive our word “technology.”  To what degree 
can or should a person be called an artist if he takes a work by 
Diebenkorn--or any other artist for that matter--and preserves or 
transforms him?

*
 I first learned of Albert Barnes and his remarkable art 
collection in the late 1980s, when I read Howard Greenfeld’s The 
Devil and Dr. Barnes (Penguin Books, 1989).  Anyone interested 
in the Barnes collection would do well to begin with this book, 
which may be more entertaining than it is informative; and it is 
certainly informative.
 Barnes grew up poor in Philadelphia, but he became 
rich with his chemistry in producing a product which protected 
newborns from the sexual bad habits of one or more of their 
parents.  As he entered middle age, he followed the example of 
Ben Franklin.  Like Franklin, he determined to use his wealth and 
leisure for public ends, although Barnes focused on collecting art.  
Barnes managed to be in the right place at the right time with the 
right eye, because he found himself in Europe as French painting 
was turning from late impressionism to early modernism.   Barnes 
seems to have been the only American other than the Steins who 
knew what was going on, and knew how to take advantage of it.  
The result is that his collection begins with some Monet and Manet, 
van Gogh and Seurat, and explodes with Renoir, early Picasso, and 
early Matisse.  The result is a simply  extraordinary documentation 
of French--no, world--art from the late 19th century through the 
early 20th century.
 For better or worse, Barnes was ahead of his time, and 
his social “betters” ignored him.  He tried to convey his collection 
to University of Pennsylvania, and he was ignored.  As a result 
he focused on Lincoln University, an historically black institution 
which had produced graduates such as  Thurgood Marshall, 
Langston Hughes, and Kwane Nkrumah.  He determined to restrict 
access to his treasures, claiming they were for educational purposes 
only; and it also allowed him to respond to wealthy connoisseurs 
like Walter Chrysler with snubs like the following, ostensibly 
mailed by a second rate secretary:

It is impossible at this time to show to Doctor Barnes your letter...
because he gave strict orders that he is not to be disturbed 
during his present efforts to break the world’s record for goldfish 
swallowing.  However, since I take it from ... your letter that you are 
very important and also a punctilious observer of social amenities, 
I shall assume the responsibility of breaking a universal rule and 
enclose a statement of the regulations concerning admission to the 
gallery of the Barnes Foundation. The rule I break is that the card 
is sent only to those who enclose a stamped envelope for reply.

 Barnes died in a car crash in 1951, and his Foundation 
paintings had been restricted to suburban Philadelphia until the 
last decade or so.  I am waiting for the second book to be written 
about this later phase of Barnes history. The happy gloss is that 
the black people were concerned about their ability to give the 
Barnes collection the exposure and the preservation efforts it 
deserved.  The less charitable interpretation is that the white 

power people of Philadelphia were tired of letting those Negroes 
hold all that good art.  In any case, after a protracted period of 
litigation, the courts held that Philadelphia could build a special 
building in Philadelphia that would allow the original purposes 
of  Dr. Barnes to be fulfilled.  A modernist façade encloses an 
interior which is identical to the original building that held Barnes’ 
collection.  It sits next to a building devoted to Rodin, and down 
the block from the Philadelphia Museum of Art.  The Philadelphia 
Museum of Art proffers a world class collection in its own right.  
Complimented now with not only Rodin but also the Barnes 
collection,  Philadelphia has made itself into  one of the major art 
sites of North America, if not the world.  
 My only advice to art pilgrims would be that one must 
remember that the Barnes Foundation has retained some of its 
crotchets.  One really really has to buy tickets to see the collection, 
because the Foundation only allows 250 people a time into its 
rooms.  Because the Foundation recapitulates a mansion, it cannot 
hold any more people.  Therefore, one needs to be ready to stand in 
line.  Bring a book, and reserve plenty of time for standing in line, 
and more time for going through the rooms.
 The Barnes Foundation is worth the time and effort.  As 
if the collection of French highlights were not enough, Barnes 
insisted on integrating these works with  other productions, ranging 
from Pennsylvania ironwork to Renaissance painting to classical 
sculpture.   And the integration is done salon style as opposed to 
museum style, which means that the works are crowded together 
on the walls, piled on top of each other, and not set along in a 
line where one can contemplate them individually.  The Barnes 
experience resembles a double down French 15 course meal.  It is 
almost too much to digest in one passing through.  (I found myself 
going back to find small Bonnards and Vuillards hidden above 
doorways.)  Perhaps this is what Barnes intended.  In any case, 
the Barnes experience is unique not only for what it presents, but 
also the high level of quality and the overwhelming intensity of 
quantity.

*
 Material concerns--both physical and political--have 
provided an undercurrent of my discussions of Diebenkorn and 
Barnes, and therefore it is hard to resist pursuing three related 
“afterthoughts.”
 First, as to the physicality of painting, the quality of the 
Barnes Renoirs raises questions of what pigments Renoir used 
as opposed to Diebenkorn.   Renoirs’ many paintings hold their 
color.  Yet this affords a problem, because I have always found 
Renoir to be cloying.  He proffers “eye candy” in the worst sense 
of the word, because his colors are overly sweet, and one gets the 
equivalent of a sugar rush and tooth decay when looking at him.  
Barnes was criticized for too much focus on Renoir, and I find 
the criticism to be appropriate.  However, I do have to wonder if 
Diebenkorn might not have learned something from Renoir when 
it came to mixing oils and pigments--or what vendors to buy from.
Second, those who know Philadelphia history know that around 
1800 it threatened to become the Paris of  North America.  For a 
while it served as the USA capital, and until Andrew Jackson, USA 
finance lived in Philadelphia.  The interested reader may peruse 
Bray Hammond’s Banks and Politics in America (1985) and Larry 
Kramer’s The People Themselves: Popular Constitutionalism and 
Judicial Review (2004).  One might note from the  narratives that 
when Jackson destroyed the Second Bank of the United States, he 
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made room for New York and Wall Street to fill the void.  It could 
not have been a coincidence that his Vice President and political 
mastermind was van Buren of New York. In any case, one must 
applaud Philadelphia’s determination to revive its cultural capital.   
The statue of Rocky in front of the Philadelphia Museum of Art 
now, fortunately, provides comic relief when one appreciates 
Rodin and Barnes are down the block (not to mention  the contents 
of this major museum).
 Finally, a footnote to the Barnes story is that his attorney 
was Owen Roberts, who eventually sat on the U.S. Supreme 
Court.  Owen Roberts placed himself into history by proving to be 
the swing vote constituting the Switch in Time that Saved Nine.  
Historians will recall that the US Supreme Court consistently 
vetoed FDR’s New Deal reforms, and then, on February 7, 
1937--after his landslide victory in 1936--FDR threatened to 
pack the Supreme Court .  On March 27, 1937,  Roberts took his 
vote from four conservatives and jumped the ideological fence  
to give a 5-4 decision in favor of a minimum wage law which 
had been squished by conservatives only a year before.  (Contrast 
West Coast Hotel v. Parish (1937), reversing Morehead v. Tipaldo 
(1936).) Judges rarely top their hands, but in 1951, Roberts gave 
his explanation as to why he began switching his votes:

Looking back, it is difficult to see how the Court could have resisted 
the popular urge for uniform standards throughout the country—
for what in effect was a unified economy... An insistency by the 

court on holding federal power to what seemed it appropriate 
orbit when the Constitution was adopted might have resulted in 
even more radical changes in our dual structure than those which 
have been gradually accomplished through the extension of the 
limited jurisdiction on the federal government.

 This admission is of interest not only because of  the 
light it sheds on New Deal history.  It may also shed light on the 
past and future of the Supreme Court under  Roberts’ namesake 
Chief Justice John Roberts.  This last spring Roberts surprised the 
nation by joining the Court’s Democrats to uphold “Obamacare.”  
However, some have speculated that he did so in order to uphold 
his court’s institutional reputation, given his vote in the pro-
corporate, anti-democratic Citizens United v. FEC.   Moreover, the 
Supreme Court is scheduled to face some  controversial decisions 
this fall, including affirmative action, voting rights, and same sex 
marriage.   It will be interesting to see how John Roberts uses 
the political capital he conserved with the Obamacare decision. 
Reagan’s former solicitor general (and my former torts professor) 
Charles Fried has observed: “This is a court that under Chief 
Justice Roberts called a ball a strike, a strike a ball, but got the 
batter to base where he belonged.  So who knows what to expect.  
Maybe law is really more a matter of art than science, and Tom 
Young should be teaching law instead of Charles Fried. q
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BY  TERRINGTON  CALAS

Life-Like
Robert Bechtle: ‘73 Malibu, 1974.  O/C, 48” high.  Courtesy Louis K. and Susan P. Meisel. 

or Vija Celmins or Gerhard Richter would quickly intrigue.  
They figure in my small index of present-day greats.  But Life-
like has a wide compass. Its topic is illusionist art – that ut-
termost visual ruse – coupled with the depiction of  quotid-
ian subject matter, chronicling the practice from the 1960s to the 
present. The consequence, hardly surprising, is a rich amalgam.  
 And, for the strongest included artists, illusionism is, ulti-
mately, an ancillary issue.  Several works here appear, initially, to be 
mere trompe l’oeil exercises, but, in effect, they offer trenchant re-
flections on modern technology, chiefly photography.  Others touch 
on the enigmas of human perception – exposing our often perplexed 
vantage points, and questioning the very basis of illusionist art.   
 And then there are some quiet surprises. Chief among 
them are two gems by Robert Bechtle, always a provocative paint-
er, the dark horse here, and arguably the lone master to emerge 
from original Photo-Realism. His ’73 Malibu looks surpassingly 
conservative, but it is a timeless, complex work in which illu-
sion is shrewdly outweighed by pictorial and emotional nuance. 
       Viewing the canvas, you slowly come to terms with a dis-
arming beauty.  And an unsuspected one.  This is hardly the beauty 
one might associate with rich color, picturesque design, and gratify-
ing subject matter.  You see an unremarkable American automobile 
under a suburban carport. The painting was made in 1974.  Its sub-
ject is an icon of that moment, and, to some minds, a déclassé icon 
– a symbol perhaps of societal mediocrity.  Bechtle probably knew 

LIFELIKE

An International Group Exhibition 
New Orleans Museum of Art

New Orleans, LA

—

WHAT INTERESTS ME about the exhibition Lifelike are the 
twin assertions it makes.  Re-assertions, actually, about contem-
porary aesthetic values and aspirations.  The show says things that, 
while fairly established, register as new in this context.  And they 
register as crucial for today’s art. The first is that our most prepos-
sessing artists are driven, in admittedly singular ways, by the same 
impulse as their distant antecedents. I’m thinking here of the mimetic 
impulse, heretofore held at bay by historical imperative and perhaps 
by a horror of quaintness.  Lifelike makes this analogy seem explicit 
enough to warrant, possibly, a re-thinking of long-held orthodoxies.  
 The other point, evinced by the very conception of such 
a display, amounts to a reminder of how far beyond artistic dogma 
we have come.  The statutes have vanished – that is to say, the gird-
ing statutes issued by modernism.  The work here is the testament. 
It declares a final, truly final, collapse of modernist pieties, espe-
cially those pieties about the art object and its vaunted, extra-life 
status. That idea seems foreign to this show. Everything on view 
concerns the life-world experience, and much of it has anti-mod-
ernist manners.  And, most important, it is cogently of our time.
 Certainly, any exhibition that includes Charles Ray 



Gerhard Richter:  Candle, 1982.  O/C, 27.5” high.  Courtesy Art Institute of Chicago.
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this, or perhaps he did not (surely a  welcome thought).  In either 
case, his project was to focalize and exalt a scene of consuming 
ordinariness.  He managed to coax it into something akin to poetry.  
 This was a signal achievement for an artist working in the 
Photo-Realist style – a genre most often tethered to and benumbed 
by the camera.  Typically, Photo-Realists from that heyday period 
made showy, meticulous, ironic salutes to the banal.  Or social sat-
ires.  Too often, they made parodies.  This was occasioned by their 
link to the Pop ethos. But Bechtle was, and is not, a typical Photo-
Realist.   His link to Pop is tangential at best.  From the evidence of 
a solid retrospective a few years ago, he was never a satirist, never 
an ironist.   Generally, he does not editorialize.  And you never sense 
the characteristic Pop smugness.  Bechtle’s Malibu, like his Fos-
ters Freeze (also in Lifelike), does not vulgarize its banal subject; 
the mood is phlegmatic, uneventful – and yet, keenly evocative.
 It is, ultimately, an affecting portrayal of America.  Not 
merely the America of the 1970s, but of all modern America.  
Bechtle’s treatment here is not far removed from Edward Hop-
per’s forthright treatment of quintessentially American interiors. 
And to similar effect.  It is a question of light and chroma.  Actu-
ally, the picture offers a dearth of both.  It is a sort of negating 
eloquence.  The automobile and its setting are cannily manipu-
lated so that shadow and a punished green dominate the composi-
tion.  And they both modulate – from dark to darker, from dull 
to duller. The consequence is, at once, mollifying and disquiet-
ing. There are no human figures here.  But an implicit psychic 
narrative is unmistakable.  Even without figures, the aura con-

jures some ambiguous malefic force. Bechtle’s shatteringly bleak 
milieu transforms too-familiar suburban ennui into an empty 
yearning that is just short of terror — something like the truth.

LIFELIKE examines the very center of late-modern and con-
temporary art – or, rather,  its most trenchant and most enduring 
faction.   I mean the faction of modernist artists who pondered a 
long continuum in traditional art’s function and saw themselves, 
startlingly, as part of it, not in discord with it.  A centuries-old 
aesthetic, it would seem, coincided with their own.  Or, in essence 
it did.  They sought to revise it, discarding all conspicuous mo-
tives – moral or anecdotal, subjective or objective.  Theie out-
come was an art that seemed utterly simple, but which, in fact, 
gave illusionism a patently different, sometimes sardonic, thrust.
 These are artists – from Andy Warhol and Jasper Johns to 
Gerhard Richter – who reflect on how one now comes to terms with 
two things: lived reality and the peculiar character of art’s potency.  
And, more important, they reflect on how one does this in an in-
creasingly unquiet age.  An age in which technology impacts and, 
inexorably, adjoins reality.    Simply put, these artists – and a host of 
adherents  – insist on confronting the real world, interrogating his-
torical aesthetics, and, in varying ways, reckoning with technology.
 In this connection, Richter, the German phenomenon, 
is perhaps the central figure.  Famously enigmatic, protean, ap-
parently contradictory, his very career exemplifies the “neither 
subjective nor objective” stance – the neutral stance.  This is 
because he is demonstrably addicted to seeing, sustained see-
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ing.  And he chooses to see the world the way we all, unwitting-
ly, see it today:  through mediating “monitors” – that is to say, 
through the mechanical eye of photography and all the technolo-
gies of mass-reproduction.  These monitors mediate, or neutral-
ize, the things we see.  What he submits is the dogged force of 
mechanized images.  Deceptively bland, but scarcely bland at all.
 In Lifelike, his painting Candle, 1982, depicts not the ob-
ject but a photograph of the object, and he paints it as photography 
sees it – via the imperfections and vagaries of the camera.  And fur-
thermore, as a greatly enlarged photograph might show it.  Thus, we 
have Richter’s famous blurring of the oil-painted image – his ex-
treme take on sfumato.  He has said, “I blur to make everything equal, 
everything equally important and equally unimportant.”  Neutral.  
 The paradox in this – and in many of his paintings – is 
that, as he blurs, or beclouds, or almost nullifies his subject, its 
neutrality soon becomes a mere fleeting fact for the viewer. The 
blur impels you to focus it mentally, impels you to overcome it.  
You are then impelled to consider allusions, meanings.  In Candle, 
the immediate suggestion is the 17th century tradition of vanitas 
paintings, allegories of mortality.  And here, Richter’s celebrated 
tact and self-claimed taste come into play.  For an artist whose 
personal experience is entwined with modern German history, the 
morbid theme is plainly apposite.   Yet, he permits the image to 
make its own delivery. And it does.  And with minimal intervention. 
As he has often said, regarding his preoccupation with the unem-
bellished commonplace object, Es ist wie’s ist (“It is what it is.”).  
He operates – judiciously – merging the personal with the univer-
sal, the technological with the emotional.  In a work like this, the 
gravity is palpable; so is a sound and poised pictorial intelligence.     
 It is often said that Richter’s international fame as a reso-
lute “easel painter” – at times a realist, at times an abstractionist 
– has helped revive the art of painting, especially in America. But, 

in fact, during the mélange of the recent pluralist decades, paint-
ing has remained perfectly robust. And our tardy awareness of the 
contemporary Germans, Richter among them, simply alerted us to 
America’s long authority in the genre.  That authority, in large part, 
is based on the achievement of figurative artists, some of them 
working in the illusionist mode.  Lifelike includes the major players. 
 The famously modest Vija Celmins, is also the most enthrall-
ing.  A precursor of Photo-Realism and six years older than Richter, 
she has produced true-to-life paintings and sculptures for decades.   
She occupies a position in realism not unlike that of Agnes Martin in 
abstraction – august and indomitable, rigorous, painfully discreet. 
 Celmins’s art is an unconditional realism, attached to no 
discernable ideology; and, it seems, illusionism is merely a by-
product of what she does. Her work suggests a rapt mindfulness of 
visual phenomena, an almost religious devotion to the singular look 
of things.   And a devotion to getting the look right — as if there 
were some mystical secret in absolutely true appearance.    You are 
constantly aware of her scrutiny, as if any missing detail, any slight-
ed subtlety would betray a loss of integrity.  This is about the close 
study of truth and about chronicling her clearly reverent process.   
 From her well-known starscape series, Lifelike has Night 
Sky #6 (1993).  The painting is the last word in somber rapture.  
On the one hand, you feel something of the conventional Baroque 
fascination with infinity – a sense of human smallness and of an 
enfolding sublime. Celmins’s stars are just that convincing.  But, 
as you close in on the piece, its physicality becomes obvious.  
Those stars are a carefully conceived system of greys: pale greys 
and half-tones and deep greys, all flecks of paint.  At that mo-
ment, the work reads as a flat, cerebral, arrantly modern painting; 
and, like Richter’s Candle, and like many pieces in this exhibition, 
tempered by the stance of today’s technological window.      q

Vija Celmins: Night Sky #6, 1993.  O/C, 19.125” high.
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Charles Ray: No, 1991.  Color photograph in artist’s frame; ed. of 4;  39” high. Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles.



Child’s Play

GALLERIES ALONG JULIA and Magazine always feature their 
best, flashiest, and most innovative artists during the annual Art for 
Art’s Sake gallery walk, held each October. The diversity of work 
they have to offer rarely results in any aesthetic or conceptual links 
among the exhibits.  But, this year, three shows – at LeMieux, Fer-
rara, and d.o.c.s. Galleries – each convey content about growing 
up.  Alan Gerson’s “Children’s Garden” consists of paintings about 
seemingly lighthearted youths at play. Maximillian Toth’s “Body 
Shop” relates the glory of demolition derbies, the modern-day 
spectacle that best evokes the schadenfreude of medieval joust-

ing or tauromaquia – which entertains us at our most basic levels.  
Derek Cracco’s “Love Songs” uses the language of nostalgia and 
longing to depict the essence of lyrics that echo in the chambers of 
young lovers’ hearts.  Each explores a different level of maturity, 
and together, might read as a timeline of youthful development.
 Represented by LeMieux, Gerson is well known for his 
unctuously surfaced impasto paintings.  His slick, stylized im-
agery belies the chunky texture of his paint. Typically, the ten-
sion between representation and surface matches his shockingly 
disturbing narratives. In Birthday, a frowning “goofy guy” – one 
of Gerson’s stock of loose-limbed, “sausage-like” figures whose 
faces are horizontally plastered with a flat maw packed with teeth 
– sits behind a cake, his only protection from the onrush of bal-
loons and presents that threaten to crush him. It instantly evokes 
that moment of isolation, when one child is the object of dozens of 
gazes and bared, smiling teeth; when he or she is expected to make 
a wish come true in one breath.  It’s a lot of pressure. 
 Gerson’s paintings often evoke childhood memories, and 
perhaps his own desire to “go back.” In “The Artist’s Voice,” a 
short interview with the artist found on the LeMieux website, he 
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Alan Gerson: Birthday, 2012. Oil on panel. 24 in. high.
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Derek Cracco: Pretty Women, Roy Orbison. Collage, acrylic, and resin on panel. 19 in. high.



says he’d give anything to return to the time when his father owned 
a store on Dryades Street, and everyone lived close together.  Of 
course, that’s impossible, except through the painting.  Gerson cap-
tures the awkwardness of childhood and families that stays with us 
through our entire lives in his images, showing them through his 
characters’ “secret worlds of play, suffering, and self-revelation,” 
as written in his artist statement for the exhibit.
 Toth’s installation “Body Shop” at Jonathan Ferrara is 
a relic of gladiatorial driving.  He says in his statement, “Grow-
ing up my father would drag me to any state fair within a gener-
ous definition of  ‘driving distance.’ As a human camera bag, I 
switched out the film as he made his way past tilt-o-whirls and 
fried dough stands, always ending up at the demolition derby.” 
His early spectatorship developed into full-on participation. As an 
adult, he drove in demolition derbies, marking his car with the ef-
fects of destruction, grinding metal against metal, facing his own 
mortality while ensconced in what is ultimately a fragile arrange-
ment of potential shrapnel. 
 In a kind of homage to this sport, Toth installed abstractly 
crumpled and painted car doors on bright, color-blocked walls 
with some serious hanging hardware. Candy blue and striking 
black rectangles frame some of the doors and car parts, contain-
ing the chaos in a picture plane.  But, often that plane is broken. 
Graffiti text like “Ford Sux” and “Im Cummins Through” echo 
the rally cries of the derby warriors.  Toth painted each car door 
or hood with contour drawing of the figures that inhabit his large-
scale paintings and drawings.  The rendering is sloppier than usual, 

which seems to reduce the visual impact of these works, but the 
context is entirely different.  Who has time to worry when one 
must avoid being decimated? 
 Cracco’s resin coated collage-paintings are slickly com-
posed, design-oriented images incorporating geometric patterns 
with photographs of pin-up girls, muscle men, and romance novel 
covers – the fodder for adolescent body fascination. He says this 
is an exploration of society’s fascination with romance, suggesting 
that at our cores, with no matter of age, we are slaves to soggy, 
cloying, narratives about angsty love.  And, history boasts evi-
dence of this truth. Romance fantasy’s luctrative enterprise stretch-
es from Romeo and Juliet to this year’s glittering vampires. 
 In Pretty Woman, Roy Orbison – a song about ultimate 
romantic success - Cracco arranges circular black-and-white and 
sepia photos of alluring female faces in a hypnotic orb. These si-
rens visually call out from the hazy emptiness of the white back-
ground, moving forward like an expanding galaxy into our space.   
The fact of their constructed and stylized allure is undeniable, and 
impossible to miss.  Though the fascination might be immature 
and superficial, it is real enough for many. 
 Each artist explores immaturity in a different way, 
through serious means from painting, to mortality, to the facts of 
life.  And, all are playful in a way that belies the underlying gravity 
of the theme of human growth. But, this makes the work engag-
ing, enlivened and fun. Without this humor, none of us might have 
survived.      q
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Maximillian Toth: Body Shop, 2012. Installation view. Courtesy Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.



William Dunlap
BY JUDITH H BONNER

WILLIAM DUNLAP’S EXHIBITION at the Søren Christensen 
Gallery does not fail to delight the viewer, and inevitably includes 
some surprises and some tongue-in-cheek comments. Dunlap has 
titled this show: Big Pretty Drawings/ Pretty Big Drawings, cer-
tainly commonly used descriptions of the works he has produced 
over several decades – with large vistas dominating the galleries. 
Interestingly, the title interposes the paintings as drawings, bring-
ing to mind the precept many art teachers wish to impart upon 
their students, that “painting is drawing with a brush.” Dunlap’s 
exhibition includes his usual subject of hunters, dogs, and farm 
country with expansive rolling hills and mountains in the back-
ground. Others are set against a minimalist landscape. The season 
of the year in his paintings is mostly late autumn or winter, perhaps 
a reference to the artist’s age. Correspondingly, the overall color 

themes in his polymer or oil paintings vary with the season in each 
composition.
 Dunlap, a highly skilled artist, focuses on representations 
of nature and the individual. This show also features sculpture in 
high relief or in the round -- portrait heads, hands, and fragments. 
The sculpted faces of authors James Dickey and Gore Vidal are 
mounted on wood blocks. These two portrait heads, along with 
another weathered sculpture identified as Clarke Reed, capture the 
essence of character developed after years of tribulations. Mask 
of a Poet – James Dickey (dated February 3, 1973) is smoothly 
finished, with closed eyes, in the manner of 19th century portraits 
painted from death masks. The portrait of the late Gore Vidal 
gains greater gravity upon learning that Vidal was the godfather 
of the artist’s daughter. Dunlap is skillful in rendering the portrait 
in bronze as well as in stone, and both versions are on exhibi-
tion at the Søren Christensen Gallery. Likewise, a sculpture of the 
writer’s hand is also exhibited in both media.
 Winged Figure – Fragment, which is reminiscent of the 
work of Rodin or a classical ruin, appears to be flying. One leg of 
this small bronze fragment is missing, and one arm merges with 
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William Dunlap: Doomsday - Valley View, 2012. Oil and polymer paint on paper. 39 in. high. 



the outspread wing. One feels the sense of a figure about to spring 
forth from its pedestal.
 Typical of Dunlap’s works are individual portraits of ani-
mals, as well as those animals populating his landscapes, some of 
which are unusual in their inclusion of block lettering to identify 
the subject or title of the work. Many of these paintings are lightly 
spackled to provide texture and compositional coherence, and so 
that minimal compositions set against a white background do not 
appear overly stark.
 A painting titled Red Gin & Walker Hound, depicts a farm 
with hounds, an inscription across the canvas clearly identifies the 
location as Mississippi. While this latter inscription may seem un-
necessary, Dunlap maintains studios in Mississippi, Virginia, and 
Florida. Snow-covered grounds flanking timber-framed houses 
nestled among rolling hills in the background contrast with deep-
colored skies and textural wheat-colored grasses along the bottom 
of the canvas.
 A number of Dunlap’s “pretty big drawings” are executed 
in oil, graphite, and dry pigment on paper. One such work is titled 
Make-Do Idiom, a minimalist composition that focuses on a cluster 
of equipment, lumber, tires, and 55-gallon drums arranged against 
a white background. The cluster suggests that it is a compact pile 
of debris, but on closer examination, its orderliness suggests that 
these objects are stored fairly orderly with easy access for some 
future need. Four works depict the exterior of a weathered red out-
building, a theme Dunlap has painted frequently through the years. 
In Red Wall-Compress Time, he employs a controlled drip tech-
nique creating the effect of a sketch; pencil guide lines underscore 
the artist’s hand at work. A dead tree appears to be attached to the 
wall rather than being rooted beside the building.
 Pretty Big Drawing – Sleepwalking is a large depiction of 
an iconic bison shown in profile, its eyes closed as though ruminat-
ing on a western prairie. The artist’s interest in capturing the tex-
ture of the animal’s hide and hair is evident. Much like a biological 
study, the bison is set against a stark white background, although 
this massive creature comes no where close to the limitations of a 
pure animal study. 
 Another “pretty big drawing,” this time a Walker Hound 
shown in profile, also depicts the dog against a white ground. The 
sporting dog appears to be undergoing judging at a dog show, the 
hand and forearm of an unseen owner-trainer holds the dog’s up-
ward and conveys a human presence. The red leash, which is at-
tached to the dog’s collar and the owner’s wrist, adds a touch of 
color to the composition. The artist’s pencil guide lines lend an 
architectural feels to the composition; while the limpid watercolor 
shadow of the dog adds depth. These two elements reinforce the 
viewer’s awareness that the work is not simply a photograph, but 
that it was created by an artist—an artist whose attention to detail 
elevates his art to a higher level than that often seen.
 Curiously, Dog Trot-Tree Line appears more like a British 
hunting scene than a Southern scene. The scene shows mounted 
huntsmen and hunting dogs. The latter are depicted in various po-
sitions, including one that scratches with its hind leg and another 
that looks out toward the viewer. A black horse with cropped tail 
is depicted in profile, much like that seen in “portraits” of horses. 
Barren trees and horses in the back are sketchy in their delineation. 
At far right a gloved falconer’s hand holds the bird, its wings out-
stretched; eight hounds are lined up and facing the falcon. When 
one considers the prolonged influence of the British in the South, 

especially its appreciation for Sir Walter Scott and chivalric litera-
ture, one can understand the British overtones in this composition. 
Additionally, the Walker Hounds evolved from Virginia Hounds 
that descended from English Foxhounds introduced to the United 
States in the 19th century. 
 Some of Dunlap’s works make a social comment, one of 
which would be lost without the title: Crop-Duster from Hell. Here 
a plane flies over an otherwise pastoral scene, an obvious threat 
to the birds, barren trees, and land. The crop-duster is situated 
above a flock of ducks flying in formation across the landscape. In 
White Dog Allegory, the animal looms over the landscape, its hind 
quarters slipping beyond the horizon; ducks fly below an ominous 
blackened sky.
 The most profound of Dunlap’s works in this exhibition 
is a large farm scene titled Doomsday, a painting upon which the 
artist has worked for twenty years. The industry that is part of the 
American landscape is visible in cooling towers for nuclear energy 
and a distant smokestack with smoke working its way across the 
canvas. Military planes appear like birds across the sky: a P-38 
Lightning World War II fighter, an AT-6 Texan trainer aircraft, and 
the more recently developed F/A18 Hornet fighter jet—the latter 
more recently developed fighter flying into the composition and 
appearing faint and bird-like. Sunrays warm the deep green, ochre, 
and other autumn colors of trees in the background, while other 
trees are executed in pastel colors of Spring. This philosophical 
painting, which is almost a metaphor for the artist’s mature years, 
clearly points to mankind’s self-destructive activities in war and 
on the seemingly peaceful home front.
 Those viewers who are familiar with Dunlap’s work ex-
pect weighty content and this exhibition will not disappoint. While 
there is usually a degree of private meanings in his paintings, there 
is greater openness in this show, with its substance and gravity.q
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William Dunlap: White Dog Allegory, 2012. Polymer paint on canvas. 24 in. high. 



HOLTON ROWER
Love Heals

ROB WYNNE
Quiver

Arthur Roger Gallery
New Orleans, LA

—

BY  KARL F VOLKMAR

Two Exhibitions
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Holton Rower: The Glory of Oysters, 2012. Paint on plywood. 102 in. high.

WELCOME TO THE witty, whimsical world of Holton Rower’s 
Love Heals where dynamically asymmetric compositions 
composed of concentric, cruciform waves of color with sometimes 
wacky and delightfully zany names as simple as Birthday Apple 
and Ontological Relief and as enigmatic as Too Many Zippers Till 
Being Naked Just Plain Saved Time and Ice Packs And Advil Sure 
Help But Emotional Calm Is A Deeper Remedy with dimensions 
ranging from a minimum of fifty-eight inches in one dimension by 
a maximum of one hundred forty-four inches in another and one 

and one fourth to eleven and one half inches in depth. Employing 
a unique technique of poured paint on shaped plywood grounds 
that situates Rower in the subgroup of post-painterly abstraction’s 
Frankenthaler, process art’s Benglis, and hard-edge minimalism’s 
Stella in which the artist achieves a balance between accident 
and control with a sense of humor that locates him in another 
subgroup inhabited by the cheekiness of Arneson, the wry wit of 
Harry Who, the playfulness of Calder, and the suggestiveness of 
Murray, Rower has created a body of work that alternately and 
simultaneously delights, fascinates, and titillates the viewer’s  
imagination with multiple analogical interpretations.
 Untold Wealth In Your Back Pocket With You Unawares, 
one of the larger works measuring one hundred six by one 
hundred eight and one half by eleven and one half inches, is 
shaped like an animated Maltese cross about to give birth, with 
huge lobular ends like mushrooms on the sides of rotting trees 
in the forest, growing out from a central red lozenge shape 
with rounded corners and concave sides, iterated in expanding 



waves of color cascading across the surfaces and down the sides 
of two small squares, expanding peripherally in each directions – 
upwards, downwards, to the left, and to the right -- like the leaves 
of a fabulous psychedelic shamrock with striations like a cross 
section of the aforesaid tree trunk, as the colors shift from bright 
reds and greens in the center to alternating tongue-like bands of 
orange and blue, widening into variations of maroons and lighter 
tones, bands of oranges, yellows, and yellow oranges, expanding 
into ever wider and narrower lines of pale earth tones, in seventy, 
eighty, and more concentric waves, while, beginning at the corners 
of the innermost square that frames the core lozenge, multicolored 
streams of mostly yellows and greens expand outwards as a 
counter force to the centrifugal waves described above, pressing 
in on the sides of the cruciform lobes with the lateral thrust of their 
flows, restricting the main streams’ expansion until both streams 
reach the edges of the larger square where, plunging over the 
edge, the main streams of the cross overwhelm the diagonal flows, 
compressing the secondary streams into narrow paths as the four 
major chords assert their dominance. For the viewer the effect is 
that of a slowly expanding, ineluctable rhythmic crescendo that 
involves the viewer in the rhythmic oppositions of centrifugal and 
centripetal forces.
 In other works, Rower has cut circular openings into 
the plywood ground in which objects were placed, impeding and 
deflecting the flow of paint. The four lobes of Birthday Apple 
are oriented differently from that of Untold Wealth…, defining 
intersecting diagonal axes. The positioning of the four circular 
openings at the cardinal points results in turbulence patterns around 
these vertical and horizontal points such that the main direction of 
expansion moves on the diagonals, creating a large biomorphic 
X. The reliance on openings instead of stacked shapes results in 
a gentler outward expansion, from the opalescent center to ever 
darker bands, until bright orange marks the area of transition 
where the flow of paint first encounters the openings, redirecting 
movement like water passing around a midstream rock, and, in 
the exuberance of overcoming the obstacle, thrusting outwards in 
waves of alternating pale pinks and blacks, lilacs and purples, and 
blues. The effect is a sensation of flowing expansion, of deep relief, 
while in the space downstream from the rocks, chaotic streams 
of greens rise to fill the vacuum like subterranean rivers issuing 
from below the earth to aboveground. The beautiful color patterns 
could be those of a hitherto unknown pastel agate or the concentric 
waves emulating sound in Dove’s Foghorns. 
 With its dynamic asymmetry, strong diagonal accent, and 
irregular lobes, the large The Glory Of Oysters, almost but not 
quite seven by eight feet, does indeed resemble a gorgeous oyster 
shell, the close tonal range of colors mimicking the nacreous 
harmonies of pearls, the pullulating circumferential rhythms the 
growth rings radiating from the center outwards, circumscribing 
the openings, and ending in iridescent alluvial delta fans such as 
one might envision after ingesting hallucinogenic mushrooms. 
One’s eyes are constantly moving, around the center, inwards 
and outwards, and back again, enraptured in chromatic fantasy, 
a joyous epiphany experienced by the viewer if not by the oyster 
that has been consumed. The dynamic color patterns are like the 
iridescent cytoplasm of an amoeba circumambulating objects as it 
reaches out with foot-like extensions to move along the wall.
 In other paintings, the artist experiments with combining 
strong diagonals without holes. In Southern Boy Makes Good, a 

quiet center of wide bands of cool blues and subdued red slowly 
expands until, suddenly, bifurcations of color spurt outwards 
in four directions in shock waves and eruptions of color. Areas 
of turbulence contrast with arrhythmic expansions in chaotic 
asymmetry, jarring notes, and discordant tones, creating a feeling 
of explosive, frenetic movement as if a firecracker had exploded in 
the southern boy’s underwear. As one moves closer, the substance 
of the paint has a succulent, visceral quality, surfaces glistening 
like organs coated with coelic membrane. The vibrant asymmetric 
concentricity of Too Many Zippers Till Being Naked Just Plain 
Saved Time and the contrast between the regularity of pattern and 
the chaotic surfaces in the light of the narrative implication of the 
title expressions of a sense of humor akin to that of Joan Mitchell 
or Elizabeth Murray.
 The dynamic character of color and composition, 
asymmetry, irregularity of edges, stressed surfaces and edges like 
the shredded wings of a monarch butterfly after buffeting by a 
windstorm, clashing contrasts of cool icy colors at the center and 
superheated color contrasts in the peripheral zones of Ice Packs 
And Advil Sure Help But Emotional Calm Is A Deeper Remedy are 
like a magnetic resonance image of a headache or detailed view of 
a Doppler image of a major migraine produced by the NOAA.
 The Time A Surgeon Had To Remove A Fish Bone Lodged 
in My Trachea is an interesting analog to the human form, a 
solarized multiple exposure of a dance performance, a figure 
leaping in the air, a superhero bursting into a scene expressed 
through an irregular radial symmetry, and the interplay between 
voluptuous rhythms and sensuous surfaces in the delightfully 
confounding cognitive dissonance between visual form and 
suggestive name. Pattern disintegrates into chaos like a talus field 
at the base an eroded mesa in Ontological Relief. Layers of color 
evoke associations with chromatically enriched topological maps 
of eroded mesas that reveal the sedimentary layers that were once 
ancient seabeds. 
 Working with a deep understanding of nature of paint 
as physical substance (viscosity, surface tension, rate of drying 
et cetera) and the effect of physical forces on the fluid medium, 
Rower has created a delightful body of work. For the naïve viewer, 
they are a source of fascination and pleasure with their dynamic 
color compositions. The technically minded can appreciate how the 
artist has explored myriad possibilities for deploying the medium. 
The intellectual will discover analogies reflecting geological 
phenomena both physical and dynamic and their representation in 
various forms of mapping. The poetic will see these analogies as 
metaphors enabling deeper and richer levels of understanding that 
may extend beyond the work itself. And there will those who may 
experience Rower’s paintings on all these levels, and perhaps find 
other modes of appreciation.

*

WHEN ART IS word and word is art, what does it signify, where 
does meaning lie, or need there be meaning at all? Quiver is an 
exhibition of ambiguous works accessible through multiple 
interpretations. Words and phrases are as if written on the walls 
like graffiti written by someone who does not have control of her 
medium, who may not understand the implications of the words 
and phrases that are written, floating signifiers existing sans 
explicit or implicit semantic context, art objects as well as ideas.
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QuiVer      eRoS     coNnoiSseur Of chaoS      siGNifiCant 

 What is a word but an arbitrary shape or sound, signifier, 
expression, representation, or incarnation of a thought, feeling, 
state of being, experience, or phenomenon? What is the meaning 
of a word if not that that is signified, expressed, represented, 
or incarnated? Does a word have meaning, in and of itself, 
independent of that that is signified, expressed, represented, or 
incarnated, when not articulated within a syntactic structure or 
semantic context? What determines that a particular shape or sound 
signifies, expresses, represents, or incarnates a particular thought, 
feeling, state of being, experience, or phenomenon? Consensus 
usage? Is it intrinsic to the word? Or is a word coextensive with 
that that is signified expressed, represented, or incarnated as the 
body with the mind, the thing with the idea, the living being with 
the life force?
 As a word, QuiVer can either be a noun or a verb, a 
container for arrows and the arrows in that container or the act 
or state of trembling and to tremble, the same spelling and 
pronunciation, each with different etymological roots. Placed 
upon a wall, lacking any context from a specific meaning might 
be descried, one is confronted with pure form and substance. The 
color of the material, the character of its substance, a cooled liquid, 
traces of the movement that deposited it. Becoming a thing, in and 
of itself, self referential, in the context of the gallery, as art object, 
reflecting light as the viewers’ interpretations are reflections of 
themselves. Perhaps one might imagine the quivering of the hand 
that directed the flow?  If ever there were a floating signifier this 
would be it!
 What is art but an arbitrary form, shape or sound, 
signifier, expression, representation, or incarnation of a thought, 
feeling, state of being, experience, or phenomenon? What is the 
meaning of art if not that that is signified, expressed, represented, 

or incarnated? Does art have meaning, in and of itself, independent 
of that that is signified, expressed, represented, or incarnated, 
when not articulated within a formal structure or cultural context? 
What determines that a particular shape or sound signifies, 
expresses, represents, or incarnates a particular thought, feeling, 
state of being, experience, or phenomenon? Consensus usage? 
Enculturation? Does a work of art have intrinsic meaning or value? 
Is it an artifact? Or is art coextensive with that that is signified 
expressed, represented, or incarnated as the body with the mind, 
the thing with the idea, the living being with the life force?
 eroS: a significant force shaping human culture, animal 
spirits, (was this why it was placed at genital level on the wall?), 
romantic or sexual love, life force or generative force. The powerful 
idea vies for attention vis-à-vis the substance of the object with 
its sensual, serpentine Praxitilian curves, arabesques, and visceral 
surfaces.
 Poured and mirrored glass is the artist’s ink. Letters and 
words and phrases express ironic contrasts between form and 
meaning of words and art. The visual appearance of the shimmering 
substance changes according to one’s angle of view in relation 
to the lighting as meaning is a function of the viewer’s cultural 
coding and personal experience. The same surface may appear 
the darkest of grays approaching black from one perspective and 
bright silvery gray from another. The irregularity of the surfaces 
and contours creates the effect that extreme values happen in one 
word or phrase.
 siGNifiCant: important, having meaning and value, i.e., 
significance, having a special or disguised meaning, as in the large 
scale letters, the breaking of the word into syllables, the syllables 
arranged vertically, the large letters the accent within a syllable 
and the accented syllable in the word. First impressions that this is 
the work of a child’s early attempts at writing yield to a realization 
of more complex intentions.
 coNnoiSseur Of chaoS: oxymoronic irony of the 
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Rob Wynne: Eros, 2012. Poured and mirrored glass. 17 in. high.



Holton Rower: Untold Wealth In Your Back Pocket With You Unawares, 2010. Paint on plywood. 106 in. high.
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juxtaposition of the two ideas, someone who knows much about 
something, traditionally qualities of esthetic accomplishment, and 
thus able to make discerning judgments about matters of taste and 
refinement and quality, and chaos as the state of complete lack 
of order or structure. Semantic contradiction paralleled by the 
contrast between the apparent rhythms of the changing sizes of 
the individual letters and deliberate crudeness of the shapes of the 
letters themselves. 
 The two vortices that are not vortices but an arrangement 
of pieces in patterns that are like the spiral shape of a vortex when 
viewed from above, lacking what is essential to the nature of a 
vortex, its whirling motion in three dimensions, there is no motion 
in the work. Vortex is composed of pieces of poured and mirrored 
glass, its static spiraling only in the movement of the viewer’s eyes 
design, implying spatial recession. Silver Vortex is made of glass 
beads sewn with thread onto a vellum ground, the illusion of three 
spatial dimensions plus time, threads that string together the beads, 
the helical tracery of their shadows like DNA viewed through an 
electron microscope.  
 The relationship between the two Exhales is similar to 
that of the two Vortices. Neither is an exhalation. Exhale is an 
analogical metaphor. Exhale (14738) is constructed from glass 
beads, thread, vellum, different sized clusters of beads, each 

with its own pattern, depending on the number of beads. Seen up 
close their roundness interferes with the viewer’s perception, the 
threads like a network of veins vaguely seen beneath translucent 
skin. From farther back, the roundness dissolves into patterns of 
dark and light the clarity of which contrasts with the vaguely seen, 
seemingly random lines and arabesques lying at an indeterminate 
level beneath. In Exhale (14739), clusters of globular drops of 
different sizes are arranged like planetary systems within larger 
galaxies. The names draw attention to the vertical direction of 
gravitational pull, with the effect that the design is like bubbles 
exhaled by a drowning man.
 At first Teardrops appears to be a straightforward work 
but deeper reflection identifies it as a key to understanding the 
exhibition as a whole. The teardrop shapes of glass are suspended 
like falling tears, the difference between the fluid of cooled glass the 
fluid of tears that it simulates is only a function of temperature. The 
clear glass that transmits, interferes with, and reflects the ambient 
light, and the resultant multivalent shadows is also a medium 
through whose lens viewers see distorted images of the ambient 
space with it milling throngs of gallery goers and reflections of 
themselves just as words and art and interpretive responses are 
lenses that shape one’s vision of the world and mirrors that are 
reflections of ourselves.            q
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THE OGDEN MUSEUM of Southern Art is featuring the work of 
illustrator-artist Michael J. Deas, whose artworks are better known 
to the public than his name is. Deas, who lived in New Orleans as 
a child, moved to New York. He studied at the Pratt Institute and 
lived in New York for a number of years before returning to the 
Vieux Carré.  He has illustrated more than twenty U.S. postage 
stamps celebrating American notables, but the image viewed most 
frequently by the public is Deas’ painting for Columbia Pictures 
logo-- the image of the young woman wearing classical garb and 
holding a torch set against a cloudy sky. The Ogden Museum’s 
exhibition features paintings and drawings from throughout Deas’ 
career. The majority of the paintings were masterfully executed in 
oil on panel, employing the imprimatura method, dating back to 
the Renaissance, of applying a series of layers of oil paints over 
an underpainting. The effect, however, is strictly contemporary. 

Also on exhibition are a number of Deas’s drawings and allegori-
cal works, most of which have a fresher approach in their interpre-
tation than his commissioned illustrations.
 The logo for Columbia Pictures dates to the 1920s; with 
the studio having adopted the poetic name “Columbia” from the 
national personification that became popular after the Revolution-
ary War. Through the years Columbia Pictures had updated the 
image of Woman with a Torch. Wishing to restore the Torch Lady’s 
classical appearance, Columbia Pictures commissioned Deas in 
1993. Local artist Jenny Joseph served as Deas’ model. The back-
drop of cumulus clouds have their source in a photograph taken 
from the Crescent City Connection—located a few blocks from 
his French Quarter residence, thus establishing a firm link between 
the Columbia studio and the city of New Orleans, as well as the 
Mississippi River. The graphite drawing for this painting is also on 
exhibition at the Ogden.
 Eight of Deas’ paintings for postage stamps are on view, 
including those of authors Tennessee Williams (1995), F. Scott 
Fitzgerald (1996), Thomas Wolfe (2000), and Katherine Anne 
Porter (2006), actors James Dean (1996) and Cary Grant (2004), 
and explorers Meriwether Lewis (1996) and William Clark (2004). 

MICHAEL J. DEAS
Ogden Museum of Southern Art

New Orleans, LA
—

BY JUDITH H BONNER

Michael J. Deas, Master Illustrator
Michael Deas: Benjamin Franklin, 2003. Oil on panel. 16 in. high.
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Michael Deas: James Dean, 1997. Oil on panel. 9 in. high.



44

Five of these paintings are on loan from the Smithsonian Insti-
tution. Cary Grant shared a contract with Columbia Pictures and 
RKO pictures.
 Through the years Deas’ work has been featured on the 
covers of six editions of Time magazine and numerous book cov-
ers, some of which are shown at the Ogden. The Society of Illus-
trators has honored Deas with five Gold Medals and two Silver 
Medals. A handful of those paintings are also on view, including 
The Letter, which served as a cover illustration for a novel and 
which received a gold medal in 1991. A young girl sits on porch 
steps, her ankles crossed and an unopened letter on a step to the 
right near her foot. Her elbows on her knees and her chin resting 
in her hands, she looks outward to the viewer. The double ogee-
arched windows of the façade behind her appear to serve as a bal-
dachino and elevate the status of the girl.
 Historical portraits of Abraham Lincoln, Benjamin Frank-
lin, and Thomas Jefferson are slick and formal in their composition 
with an appropriate background. An early American flag serves as 
a backdrop for Lincoln, while a red drapery partially covers a ma-
jestic fluted column behind Jefferson and Franklin. The portrait of 
Jefferson shows a crisply delineated Monticello in the upper right, 
while nearly concealed houses to the left of Franklin refer to New 
England architecture. 
 Deas’ personal paintings are varied in their subject, but a 
number are inspired by New Orleans architecture and cemeteries. 
The Empty Window focuses on the upper stories of two buildings 
shown in three-quarter view. A dormer window in the foremost 
building on the right is darkened, but it is the side window of a 
gable-roofed building at left that most appears empty—despite the 
shade which is pulled down over half-way. Lily, executed in 1993, 
fits the tradition of painting “a woman in white.” The Neglected 
Key, however, is elusive in its meaning. A young woman is shown 
in profile; the upper buttons of her white dress are unbuttoned in 
the back, while two skeleton keys are suspended on the wall be-
hind her.
 An undated oil painting, rendered largely in orange tones 
over a grisaille underpainting draws from the artist’s youth, show-
ing a small boy in overalls walking down a high parterre. A wom-
an, her arm extended and her hand just beyond his shoulder, walks 
behind him, obviously solicitous over his welfare.
 Cows in History is immediately perceived as parody on 
Emmanuel Leutze’s history painting of Washington Crossing the 
Delaware, with the heads of Washington and his men all being 
replaced with the heads of cattle. Whether the painting is a tongue-
in-cheek comment on The United States as a country heavily de-
pendent on beef is unclear, but the inscription above Deas’ signa-
ture is clear: “Apologize to Leutze.” 
 Another work inspired by well known paintings, a 2002 
painting titled David Blaine shows a shirtless man whose back 
has been tattooed with an image of Salvador Dali’s Christ of Saint 
John of the Cross seen from a bird’s-eye view with the body of 
Christ extremely foreshortened. Blind Man’s Bluff depicts a blind-
folded woman in white with her arms outstretched as she “feels” 
her way through a forested area at dusk. 
 Several artworks are inspired by New Orleans cemeter-
ies, including two graphite re-creations of cemeteries with women 
wearing antebellum clothing. Commiseration (2012) is a worm’s-
eye view of an angel surmounting a tomb and a nearby sculpture 
of a woman in classical garb; both figures are viewed from the 

back. The two representations do not appear to be in communica-
tion with each other; instead they appear to be united by personal 
grief. Violence Street, painted in 2011-2012, is the most powerful 
views of local cemeteries, for it underscores the prevalent fear of 
crime in this city. This dimly lit nocturnal street scene has scattered 
lights in the background. The blue-and-white street sign is typical 
of New Orleans signage, but here the one-way sign appears paral-
lel to a darkened cemetery in the background.
 Seer, another painting completed at the same time, fea-
tures dim lighting on the horizon and a slender Asian woman in 
white, her chin lowered as though she is in concentration. The im-
pression here, however, is that the light on the horizon is growing 
stronger.
 Deas received a 1996 commission for the cover illustra-
tion for the 20th anniversary edition of Anne Rice’s Interview with 
a Vampire. At the request of the author, Deas included in his paint-
ing the motifs of a pair of gloves, a walking stick, and the framed 
picture of a small girl, which appeared in the first paperback edi-
tion. In his illustration the walking stick, which has a silver finial, 
lies next to the heavily framed picture of a little girl, both resting 
on a desk partially covered with a patterned cloth. Deas also de-
picts a copper colored vase of pink roses, behind which a skull 
rests on a cloth bound book, and a candelabra with lighted candles. 
These provide a dim glow on a mirror (or a framed painting) hang-
ing over a mantle.
 Perhaps the most surprising discovery of that Deas, the 
artist, is the same Michael Deas who is an acknowledged author-
ity on Poe. Deas devoted seven years to locating and cataloging 
portraits of author Edgar Allan Poe, as well as the “spurious” por-
traits painted after Poe’s death in 1849. Deas’ research resulted 
in the 1979 University of Virginia Press’ 1989 publication of The 
Portraits and Daguerreotypes of Edgar Allan Poe, which is now 
considered a standard reference on Poe. A drawing of Poe and one 
of the paintings in a series of portraits is on view. The painting
on exhibition is an unpublished study for a U.S. postage stamp 
celebrating the bicentennial of Poe’s birth in 1809. Deas’ drawing 
is a far more sympathetic rendering of the troubled poet than the 
unattractive man who appears demonized in the painting. In 2006 
the Society of Illustrators awarded Deas a silver medal for his il-
lustration of Poe.
 Tempus Edax Rerum (Time Devours All), one of Deas’ 
most compelling works, is drawn from the story of the General 
Slocum, a steamboat carrying 1,300 passengers  caught fire and 
sank in New York’s East River. At that time one of the fireboats 
was the Abram S. Hewitt, now in the state of decay and moored 
in Arthur Kill, a tidal strait separating New York’s Staten Island 
from mainland New Jersey. The fireboat is tilted in the water with 
its smokestack resting against another decaying boat. The overall 
rendering of this work, dating from 2004 to 2012, is more textural 
than Deas’ painted illustrations. His preparatory sketch is included 
among a selection of other drawings. 
 Although Deas paintings are exhibited in a single gallery, 
there is much to digest on a single visit. Many of the paintings 
and drawings are double hung in recognition of the variety and 
richness of his career. Deas has had a long presence in the city of 
New Orleans unbeknownst to most residents. With this exhibition, 
however, his artistic contribution should receive a well deserved 
wider recognition on the “homefront.”   q



Louvière +Vanessa: Darkness, Mystery
BY  KATHY RODRIGUEZ

BY THE MID-NINETEENTH century, photographic practices 
were ingrained in European and American image making.  The 
passage from singular daguerreotypes to multiple prints from 
paper negatives, called calotypes, occurred at about this moment, 
particularly in France.  Up sprung the Société Héliographique and 
its publication La Lumière, which documented the images and 

processes developing through the experiments of this gaggle of 
enthusiastic entrepreneurs. Their at times life-threatening trials 
into exploring the “pencil of nature,” as the British calotype 
inventor William Henry Fox Talbot called it, equated alchemy.  
The base materials of light and metal fused to make striking, and 
highly accessible, images of the rapidly changing world. Film, 
which took hold in the 1880s and 90s, would be the next medium 
to record the speed of modern life.
 Though photographic processes are now both codified 
and open to exploration, their magical alchemy is a constant.  The 
magic is present in photographs by Louviere + Vanessa, who are 
represented by A Gallery for Fine Photography in New Orleans.  
This collaborative photographer couple, Jeff Louviere and Vanessa 
Brown, explores a multitude of media including traditional black 
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Louviere + Vanessa: Equilibrium, from Slumberland, 2004. Archival pigment print, 23.75 in. high.

LOUVIERE + VANESSA
Something Whispered, Something Sung

Ogden Museum of Southern Art
New Orleans, LA

—



and white print, destroyed negatives, painting, gold and silver 
leaf, blood, wax, and film to create tableaux vivants – still images 
of theatrical subject matter that suggest fragments of myth and 
dreams. 
 “Something Whispered, Something Sung,” their current 
exhibition at the Ogden, samples their ten-year career.  According 
to their biography, the couple met in Savannah then returned to 
New Orleans, Louviere’s hometown, in 1998. They married in 
Switzerland in 2000 and continued to live in the city, beginning 
a series of tableaux vivants meant to recall New Orleans crime 
scenes. The gothic novel, film-noir character of their images 
befits this subject matter, and in successive projects they extended 
their aesthetic to other themes. According to their “theories,” 
they intended to create “deeply personal tableaux that challenge 
the viewer to enter the conversation. For [the artists] the more 
personal the image, the more universal are the potential responses 
to it.”  They open their images to subjective experience through 
the mystery, darkness, and idiosyncratic humor that structures the 
content the viewer is asked to interpret. 
 The exhibit is divided into different bodies of work.  Their 
earliest, titled “Slumberland,” began in 2003 with a Surrealist, 
automatic approach. Starting with a concept, word, or idea, the 
artists then “found” communicative images with the use of models 
and props.  Equilibrium is an early example.   The photograph 
depicts a topless man wearing a headpiece resembling a solar 
system or molecule viewed from above.  His dark hair in the center 
top third of the composition forms the center or nucleus of this 
structure, made of wire and spheres.  The sculpture is loose and 
janky, like planets fumbling to accustom themselves to gravity, or 
the moment of the birth of this system.  
 The Renaissance ideal that man was the center of the 
universe is definitely present.  The downward vantage point 
suggests a God looking down on this forming creation.  But the 
image did not originate from such a controlled idea.  In their walk-
through at the Ogden, the couple described creating this image.  
Brown related that  her original vantage point could not produce 
the image she wanted.  But, from above, the composition came 
together and created the effect she desired.  The process and 
interpretation marry in Surrealist practice – relying on chance 
to allow the viewer’s unconscious to create meaning, as from 
dreams.  “Slumberland” is then an appropriate title for work of 
this character.
 The next room, titled “Chloroforms,” combines 
traditional print images, apparently yellowed with age, with 
images on leaves. Loup Garou, a “chlorofeminina” and one of the 
couples’ most popular images, shows a female figure from a low 
vantage point looking upward.  She wears a twisted, long-nosed 
mask, reminiscent of the boastful commedia del’arte character 
Scaramouche.   This figure has room to boast; she somehow 
delicately balances and gracefully gestures from atop insubstantial 
stilts made from upside-down banana leaves. 
 The chloroform series explores the idea of light as an 
energy source. Photographs rely on this energy for their existence, 
as do plants, animals, and humans.  The figure’s nose-mask and 
monumentality also recalls elephants – animals that never forget 
– and the motif of these animals appears in the couple’s work. 
Again, alchemy is an appropriate parallel.  This series explores 
the “elusive idea” of the relationships between the strata of earthly 
life, and how the combinations of elements somehow transform 

into a harmonious whole, cyclically feeding on itself. 
 Loup Garou is an unframed print, except for the rusty 
border around the paper’s edges.  In an effort to imbue their 
presence into the image, the artists stained the edges with their 
own blood and wax, archiving their essence subject to volatile 
change with an extremely stable substance.  This, too, points to 
magic.  Additionally, it relates traditional uses of alchemy to aid 
the human condition.   
  Their newest series, “Counterfeit,” enlarges prints found 
on money to an approachable scale. One work from the series 
titled A Natural Lust for Condemnation pictures one male and 
one female figure approaching a snake in a grove.  The title leads 
the content to creation myths, but simultaneously suggests recent 
Occupy movements – the larger people against the greater, but 
proportionally smaller, evil.  Though I’ll Blow Your House Down, 
a gold leaf image of a barking German Shepherd, is not directly in 
view of this work, the two narratives suggested by the imagery – 
both involving man facing evil – are closely linked. 
 By appropriating this imagery, the artists say they also 
comment on the disintegration of currency.  Electronic banking 
has made paper money almost obsolete.  At the same time, the 
art that decorates this money also disappears.  The work seems to 
question if contemporary context will also obliterate the histories 
and cultural commodities these images convey, despite their 
relegation to the corners of weary paper bills.  In this sense, they 
follow the opposition of “integration and disintegration” already 
present in the form of their works. 
 Photography inevitably leads to film, both historically and 
in the concept that multiples of images are constantly available.  
Five Films plays in a darkened room at the back of the exhibition, 
each of the five continuously, consecutively looping on one 
screen.  Each evokes the cinépoèmes of early twentieth century 
avant-garde film, such as Man Ray’s Emak Bakia from 1926.  In 
this sixteen-minute work, Man Ray consciously combined images 
of eyes, cameras, swirling lights, prisms, automobiles, dancing 
and walking legs, and water into surrealist narrative – one that 
mimics the traditional story, but in the way that our minds structure 
dreams.  Louviere + Vanessa follow in this tradition with their 
films, threading incongruent imagery in a way that it collectively 
narrates a story. 
 This exhibition begins with Louviere + Vanessa’s initial 
collaborations and brings the viewer into work still in progress. 
The unity of the aesthetic belies the variety of content and media 
the artists have employed. A darkness springing from a Romantic 
and Surrealist context permeates each of the images, but anything 
from innocuous banana leaves to startling taxidermy mannequins 
populates the work.  The clarity of idea and openness to approach 
that characterizes their work persists in “Counterfeit.”  It’s good 
to see their singular processes in flux, as this anticipates continued 
additions to their oeuvre.      q
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Louviere + Vanessa: Chlorofemia, Loup Garou, from As if..., 2008. M/M, 34 in. high.
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THE GIRL BY THE LAKE
Director: Andrea Molaioli

ANDREA MOLAIOLI’S 2007 feature film debut is an 
astonishingly polished piece of filmmaking.  It’s based on Don’t 
Look Back, by the Norwegian crime novelist, Karin Fossum, 
part of a series of novel she’s written involving the work of a 
Norwegian detective, Sejer.  But Sandro Petraglia and Ludovica 
Rampoldi have taken what is basically a neatly constructed piece 
of popular fiction and turned it into a serious meditation on the 
human condition.  In so doing, about all that’s left of the novel is a 
piece of the plot, and the idea of a crime in a bucolic village setting.  
 Molaioli has then taken the script and turned it into a 
remarkably well crafted film.  Born in 1967, this is his first feature 

film, although he’s worked as an assistant director on a number of 
other films, none of them bad, all of them distinctly unmemorable.  
But he’s definitely learned the craft.  This film would do credit 
to any experienced director.  There’s a sure sense of a cinematic 
style, a deliberate rhythm.  Unusually for the current Italian 
cinema, the actors are well cast, and Molaioli is able to get first 
rate performances out of them, even (and especially) out of Valeria 
Golino.  She’s the only familiar name, is hardly known for her 
thespian talents, a brief but important role in Immortal Beloved 
being about the only exception.
 So there’s a lesson here.  Actors and actresses are totally 
dependent on the vehicle.  It’s always a mistake to write someone 
off prematurely.  Several lessons, actually: this film reveals the 
value of the European apprenticeship system.  It doesn’t have the 
look or feel of a first film, and it certainly deserves the impressive 
string of awards it has won in Italy.

BY JOHN MOSIER
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Crimes and Secrets in the Italian Alps

Still from Molaioli’s Girl by the Lake



 Detective films represent a special sub-genre with a 
committed audience whose members will suffer through virtually 
anything thrown up on the screen (or in print) that fits within the 
category.  Girl By the Lake is without a doubt one of the very best 
films in this often dismissed category.  Offhand, the only other 
films made in recent years that can bear comparison are Korean 
director Joon-ho Bong’s Memories of Murder (Salinui chueok, 
203) and Mr. Brooks (Bruce Evans, 2007).  But both of these films 
involve serial killers.  The Italian film is about what we might 
call a simple murder, a puzzle of the sort that requires an Italian 
Sherlock Holmes or Hercule Poirot.
 As an added visual bonus, this is one of the very few Italian 
films not set in some industrial metropolis or in the south.  Udine, 
where the film takes place, is the largest administrative district of 
the region in the extreme northeast of Italy known awkwardly as 
Friulia-Venezia-Giulia.  It’s right up by the Slovenian and Austria 
borders, and although considerably less known than the Trentino 
to the northwest, it’s an equally scenic, one might also say idyllic, 
landscape of towering mountains and lush valleys.  It’s also one 
of the more developed parts of the country.  We’re in what was 
historically Austrian Italy, and Ramiro Civita’s camera goes out of 
the way to emphasize the sheer scenic quality of the setting.   It’s 
pastoral, developed, serene.
 But beneath it all is a complex series of mysteries, and 
Molaioli is in no hurry to unveil them for us.  Like any good teller 
of detective tales, he delights in misleading the viewer, and he does 
it very skillfully.  Each of the first six scenes unfolds slowly and 

deliberately.  Then there’s an abrupt shift to the next.  Each scene 
presents us with a puzzle, and each puzzle has a vaguely menacing 
aura about it.
 The very first scene plays with our fears.  A small girl, 
Marta (Nicole Perrone), is saying goodbye to her aunt.  She’s 
going home, trudging down the almost empty village streets of 
a beautifully groomed and manicured village.  It’s one of those 
small towns where she knows everyone, and everyone knows her, 
exchanges greetings: an old lady opening a shop, a young woman 
walking down the street.  Marta addresses them by name: Maria, 
Silvia.  It’s early morning, a pleasant day. Given the title, it is 
impossible not to fear the worst fate will befall Marta.
 Now, abruptly, the camera stops on Silvia (Heidi Caldart), 
an attractive young woman, who stops in the street, is looking up 
at a window.  The camera lingers on her face, her expression.  
Something is going on in her head, but it is unfathomable, 
mysterious.
 We’re inside the house.  A bedroom, with an even more 
attractive young woman asleep, a young man at the window  A 
minor mystery solved: this must be who Silvia was looking up at.  
He’s waking the sleeper up, telling her its late, kisses her fondly.  
We learn their names: Ana, Roberto (Alessia Piovan and Denis 
Fasolo).  Ana’s half opened shirt, the bed, the kiss, Silvia’s stare: a 
love triangle, or certainly an affair.
 Back to Marta walking down the road, receding into the 
distance.  A red truck comes into view, is following her.  Truck and 
girl are at the back of the frame, so to speak: a tiny figure beside 
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the bright red vehicle.  It stops.  The driver is offering her a ride.  
She knows his name, calls him Mario (Franco Ravera).  When you 
see this scene, you can’t help but think that she’s being abducted, 
that the girl by the lake (which surely refers to a corpse) will be 
her.  And the Italian title, Il ragazzo del lago certainly suggests 
that, since the noun is one generally reserved for the young.  
 The truck drives off; another abrupt shift: we’re in the 
city, an older man getting out of the back seat of a car.  He opens 
his mailbox: Sanzio (Toni Servillo).  Upstairs, he opens the letter.  
The page is almost blank, with an illegible scrawl that trails off: 
‘my dearest, I’ve been meaning to write for . . . .”  His look matches 
Silvia’s, Robert’s.  Each face has a secret, and each scene contains 
a puzzle.  
 The man Marta goes off with, Mario, is beefy and 
sinister.  He’s coaxed her to come with him so he can see his 
rabbits.  The scene where she’s stroking his favorite rabbit in the 
barn is dismayingly sinister.  If ever a character looked like a child 
molester, it’s Mario.
 Two more scenes, less disconnected because now we have 
a list of characters and visual contexts.  We’re back in the village; a 
young woman, in the sort of verbal hysterics that we Anglos often 
associate with Italian females, is talking to a young man who’s just 
gotten out of one of those practical but goofy looking little station 
wagons.  Marta hasn’t come home, they’ve looked everywhere!  
The woman we saw at the start joins her, generating more anxiety, 
but also another mystery.  The young man, Lorenzo (Lorenzo 
Siboldi) has been unloading his station wagon, looks like either a 
farmer or a delivery man: why accost him?
 Back to Sanzio: he’s stretched out the couch, taking a nap.  
The phone rings.  ‘When?  I’ll be down in ten minutes.’  There’s 
nothing more said, but in some way we just know that the phone 
call was about Marta’s disappearance, and that he’s some sort of 
investigator.  
 It’s hard to believe he’s a policeman of any sort, even in 
Italy.  He’s tall, slender, balding.  Every movement radiates dignity. 
With all due respect, as one might say, he doesn’t look Italian, but 
then neither does Lorenzo or Roberto or Marta or Mario or Mario’s 
bearded and wheelchair ridden father (whom we see briefly).
 But now we begin to accumulate some answers.  Lorenzo, 
despite his unlikely appearance, is the local po-liceman; he’s 
Inspector Lorenzo Siboldi, in fact.  Giovanni Sanzio is an equally 
unlikely senior detective, a commissario to be exact.  In this film, 
nothing is what it seems.  Mario is, as Lorenzo assures Sanzio, ‘a 
weirdo.’ But he’s harmless.  He’s not quite right in the head, and he 
really was simply taking Marta to see his rabbits.  Silvia is Ana’s 
half sister, and despite all evidence to the contrary, Roberto is not 
her lover.
 But the resolution of each of these minor mysteries only 
leads to another, and as the film progresses they become deeper 
and darker.  Sanzio no sooner arrives in the village than Lorenzo 
pulls up, with Marta in the front seat.  Now we her at the kitchen 
table with her mother and the two men.  Naturally, they assumed 
the worst, and so do we.  Because Marta has a story.  Mario has 
taken her to see a lake, but she has to be very careful, because it’s 
the season of the serpent.  The mother interrupts: it’s a legend.  No, 
Marta insists, it’s true.  The snake will cast a spell on you.
 Now what’s really extraordinary about this scene is, that 
first of all, the obvious inferences of molestation we have are 

derived almost entirely from the facial expressions of the three 
adults.  Only minutes into the film, we’re beginning to see that 
Molaioli trusts his actors, that he doesn’t need to beat the audience 
over the head visually, because the faces will carry the story along.
 But at the same time, cinematically, he pulls off a rather 
elegant trick: Marta’s speaking, we’re in the kitch-en, but suddenly 
we see the two of them walking along towards the lake, and Marta’s 
voice becomes Mario’s.  It’s a smoothly and expertly done way of 
handling a flashback.  There’s nothing new about it, but not a lot 
of young directors could manage to do it so neatly.  In fact, this 
film should be required study for cinema fledglings.  There’s no 
violence, no sex, no stunts.  From a production point of view, it’s 
filmmaking on the cheap, depends on a mastery of the elementals 
of the cinema: plot, actors, camera, and editing.
 The two men wait outside.  Marta’s mother runs out, we 
see Lorenzo’s red car driving up into the forest, they’re walking 
towards the lake.  It’s a beautiful setting, alpine and tranquil, 
and slowly, the camera shows us more and more of it.  And now, 
abruptly, we realize that whatever we thought this film was about, 
it’s about something else entirely.  Because lying in the grass on 
the shore of this tranquil alpine lake is the nude body of a young 
woman, partly covered by Mario’s blue jacket.  We assume, 
correctly as it turns out, that it’s his jacket because we saw him 
wearing it earlier, and we heard his father asking him where it was.  
The murdered woman is lying gracefully, as though posed (she 
was).  But she’s dead, and in this village, where everyone knows 
everyone else, Lorenzo promptly identifies her.  Ana, Ana Nadal.  
In the second scene we saw her face in repose.  Now we see it in 
death: the same shot, reversed.  Naming her is almost unnecessary.
 Patiently, lead by lead, Sanzio works his way towards 
the killer.  But along the way, two other stories devel-op, both 
intertwined with the murder investigation.  The scrawled letter 
was from his wife.  She’s slowly losing her mind.  At one point she 
confuses him with her brother.  In one of those revealing asides that 
distinguished the dialogue, we learn that this is the explanation for 
why a distinguished and experienced detective from homicide is 
in Udine.  They have a teenage daughter.  She’s about Ana’s age.  
The two of them don’t get along very well, and he feels helpless, 
doesn’t understand her, lies to her about her mother’s condition.
 That adds poignancy to one of the two interviews with 
Ana’s father, who assures him that Ana had no se-crets from him.  
I’m her father, he declares.  Sanzio says nothing, although by now 
he knows perfectly well that Ana was hiding a great deal.  Her 
father’s obsession with Ana is creepy, as the young prosecutor, 
pregnant and a novice, remarks:  endless footage of Ana in her 
bikini.  But the man’s anguish is real.  Curiously, he looks like an 
older version of Roberto.  They’re both in love with the young 
woman, who’s certainly beautiful.  So there’s a curiously twisted 
story of unrequited love.
 The other story is more disturbing: the death of a child.  
Not Marta, but the boy that Ana was taking care of, an infant, 
Angelo.  Underneath the placid exteriors of the landscape and the 
people are disturbing impulses, murderous acts.  
 Commissario Sanzio thus becomes not simply a detective 
investigating a crime, but a judge of sinful acts.  As the film 
glides along, it becomes more and more reminiscent of Friedrich 
Dürrenmatt’s great crime novel, The Judge and His Executioner.  
Inspector Bärlach was dealing with evil, sheer wickedness.  Sanzio 

50



is dealing with a different sort of crime.  The two murders have 
complex causes, and, like much else in the movie, are not at all 
what they at first seem.  Unlike Bärlach, who cleverly arranges 
for the two murderers to do themselves in, Sanzio counts on the 
promptings of conscience.  But he’s equally clever at getting the 
murder to confess.
 What the two stories have in common is that in both 
cases, the detective knows who’s guilty before we do.  The actual 
revelation is hardly contrived or artificial.  The story has been 
leading up to it, is carefully constructed.  But still, most viewers, 
like most readers of the Swiss novel, are surprised by the ultimate 
confrontation.
 Dürrenmatt was as much a moralist as a novelist and 
playwright.  He uses the idea of the detective as a vehicle for a 
consideration of basic moral problems, is building on a literary 
tradition in which the genre was used to lead the reader into a 

consideration of more than criminal behavior.  Girl by the Lake is 
a very elegant refinement on that theme.  
 For the hardcore aficionado, who wants every story to 
end in violence, the ending is disappointing.  It’s like Memories 
of Murder.  The Korean detectives never do catch the man who’s 
committing the bizarre sexual murders.  Sanzio gets his man, 
but like the Koreans, his investigation is full of false leads, red 
herrings, and mistakes.  It is, in other words, like police work in 
real life.  So for people who want sheer entertainment of the more 
gruesome sort, who demand that every film be on the order of 
The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo, this is a disappointing film.  For 
those of us who think that cinema can sometimes be a serious art 
form, that a movie can make us think as well as provide us with 
traditional surprise and delight, this is a classic film that rewards 
repeated viewings.     q
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A GALLERY FOR FINE PHOTOGRAPHY – 241 Chartres St.  
568-1313. www.agallery.com -  Salt and Truth: Shelby Lee Ad-
ams (photograpy) and Something Whispered, Something Sung: 
Louviere+Vanessa (photography) at the Ogden Museum of 
Art, through January 15; Nocturnes: Joséphine Sacabo, Salt 
and Truth: Shelby Lee Adams, Stratum Lucidum – Moonshine: 
Louviere+Vanessa, and Natural Histories – Imagining Paradise: 
Keith Carter (photography)

ACADEMY GALLERY– 5256 Magazine Street.  899-8111. www.
noafa.com 

ARIODANTE GALLERY– 535 Julia St., 524-3233. www.ari-
odantegallery.com - Drake Fuller (etched glass photography), 
Mary Stuart (crafts), and Suzanne Juneau (jewelry); Lagniappe 

Show: Jax Frey, through December 31; Susan Landry (painting), 
Arlyn Jiminez (sculpture), Chigusa Nishimoto (jewelry), La-
gniappe Show: Jack Pollack, January 5 – 31.

ARTHUR ROGER GALLERY – 432 Julia St.  522-1999. www.
arthurrogergallery.com -  Send it on Down: Deborah Luster (pho-
tography) and Against the Tide: Jacqueline Bishop (painting), 
through December 22; Natural Wonders: Allison Stewart (paint-
ing) and Build Your Cities: Nicole Charbonnet (painting), Janu-
ary 5 – February 16. 

BARRISTER’S GALLERY – 2331 St. Claude Ave.  525-2767. 
www.barristersgallery.com -  New Work: Anne Marie Grgich 
(mixed media) and Filthy Fs: Von Hoffaker (painting), through 
January 5  

Nicole Charbonnet at Arthur Roger Gallery.

Calendar
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BRUNNER GALLERY– 215 N. Columbia St. Covington, 985-
893-0444. www.brunnergallery.com -  New Sculpture and Furni-
ture Designs: Rick Brunner (sculpture) and New Work: Gallery 
Artists, ongoing

CALLAN CONTEMPORARY – 518 Julia St.  525-0518. www.
callancontemporary.com  - Mantras of Form and Pattern: Teresa 
Cole (installation), through December 29

CAROL ROBINSON GALLERY – 840 Napoleon Ave. at Maga-
zine. 895-6130. www.carolrobinsongallery.com -Annual Christ-
mas Exhibition: Jere Allen, Christina Goodman, Beverly Den-
nis, Mary Hardy, Sandra Burshell, Sonia Kouyoumdjian, and 
others, through December 31; Virtual Exhibition, ongoing. 

COLE PRATT GALLERY – 3800 Magazine St.  891-6789. www.
coleprattgallery.com -  New Work: Hasmig Vartanian (mixed 
media painting); Leslie Addison and George Havard Yerger 
(photography), through December 30

COLLINS DIBOLL ART GALLERY – Loyola University.  861-
5456. http://www.loyno.edu/dibollgallery/ - Mentors: Loyola Fac-
ulty and Students, through January 10; Image Authenticity: Gerald 
Cannon, and Decorative Debris: Nancy Bernardo, January 24 
– March 31

CONTEMPORARY ARTS CENTER – 900 Camp St.  210-0224.  
www.cacno.org - Cinema Reset: New Media Work: curated by 
Blake Bertucelli and Trevor Alan Taylor (video), through January 
20; Rooted: Ben Diller (installation), through January 20; Revolve: 
Rontherin Ratliff (sculpture), through January 20; Where Do We 
Migrate To?: curate by Niels Van Tomme (photography), through 
January 20; Swamp to Swamp: Works by MILAGROS (painting), 
through April 6.

d.o.c.s. gallery – 709 Camp St.  524-3936. www.docsgallery.com 
- Solo Exhibit: Busch (painting), through January 3; Brad Dupuy 
(painting), January 5 -31; Michael Bolerjack, February 2 – April 
4. 

HISTORIC NEW ORLEANS COLLECTION – 533 Royal St.  
523-4662. www.hnoc.org - Perique: Charles Martin (photogra-
phy), through February 2; Selections from the Laura Simon Nel-
son Collection, through March 16.

ISAAC DELGADO FINE ARTS GALLERY – 615 City Park Ave.  
361-6620. Black History Month exhibit, February

JEAN BRAGG GALLERY – 600 Julia St. 895-7375. www.jean-
bragg.com. IcoNOLAgy: Will Smith Jr., through December 31; 

Hasmig Vartanian at Cole Pratt Gallery.
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New Orleans at Table: Linda Lesperance (painting), January 5 
– 31; Carnival and Other Street Parades: Group Show, February 
2 – 28.

JONATHAN FERRARA GALLERY – 400a Julia St.  522-5471. 
www.jonathanferraragallery.com - Your Love Never Survived the 
Heat of my Hart: Ted Riederer (photography, performance, in-
stallation), through December 31; BETTER DEAD THAN RED: 
David Buckingham (sculpture), January 4 – February 20.

LeMIEUX GALLERIES – 332 Julia St.  522-5988. www.lemieux-
galleries.com - The Symphony Inside Her: Nathan Durfee (paint-
ings), through December 29; Aurora: Sean O’Meallie (sculpture), 
January 5 – February 23.

NEWCOMB ART GALLERY – Tulane University.  865-5328. 

http://www.tulane.edu/~newcomb/artindex.html - Infinite Mirror: 
Images of American Identity (print, photography, painting, sculp-
ture), through December 16; De Ser Árbol: Sandra Pani (draw-
ing), January 17 – March 3.

NEW ORLEANS MUSEUM OF ART – City Park.  606-4712. 
www.noma.org - Forever Mural: Odili Donald Odita (painting), 
through October 7, 2013; Lifelike, through January 27; 100th An-
niversary Highlights: Ida Kohlmeyer, through February 10; Make 
Yourself at Home: Jim Richard (painting), through February 24.

OGDEN MUSEUM OF SOUTHERN ART – 925 Camp St.  539-
9600. www.ogdenmuseum.org - Photo NOLA: Currents 2012 
(photography), through January 6; Michael J. Deas (illustration), 
through January 7; Salt & Truth: Shelby Lee Adams (photogra-
phy), through January 7; Something Whispered, Something Sung: 
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Sean O’Meallie at Le Mieux Galleries.
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Louviere+Vanessa (photography), through January 7; 50 Photo-
graphs: An Iconography of Chance: Tav Falco (photography), 
through January 7; Health, Wealth, and Progeny: Dave Greber 
and Matthew Holdren (installation), through January 7; From 
Terra to Verde: Sharon Kopriva (mixed media), through January 
13; Aioli Dinner: George Rodrigue (painting), Struggling Tiger 
in Hard Times: Thornton Dial (painting), Will Henry Stevens 
(painting), George Andrews, Benny Andrews, and Nene Hum-
phrey (painting), Walter Anderson (mixed media), ongoing. 

SOREN CHRISTENSEN GALLERY – 400 Julia St.  569-9501. 
www.sorenchristensen.com - Interface: Bradley Sabin (installa-
tion) and Recent Observations: Lee Crum (photography), through 
December; Rose Thome Casterline (painting), January; Group 
Work, February.

TAYLOR BERCIER FINE ARTS – 233 Chartres St.  527-0072. 
www.taylorbercier.com - Photo NOLA: Jamie Baldridge (photog-

raphy), through December 31.

STELLA JONES GALLERY – Place St. Charles, 201 St. Charles 
Ave.  568-9050 . http://www.stellajones.com -  

STEVE MARTIN GALLERY– 624 Julia St.  566-1390. http://
www.stevemartinfineart.com - Contemporary paintings and sculp-
ture by Steve Martin and other Louisiana artists, ongoing

3 RING CIRCUS ARTS & EDUCATION CENTER – THE BIG 
TOP – 1638 Clio St.  569-2700. www.3rcp.com - Perspectives: 
Group Work by Dinah DiNova, Britney Anne Majure, and Wil-
liam Widmer (photography), through December 31; 

UNO ST. CLAUDE GALLERY - 2429 St. Claude Ave. 280-6493.  
MFA Thesis Exhibition: Daniel Kelly, January 12 – February 2; 
Inman Gallery Group Show, February 9 – March 2.              q

Charles Martin at the Historic New Orleans Collection.
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