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  Women & Southern Abstraction 
THE WHOLE DRUM WILL SOUND: 

Women in Southern Astraction
The Ogden Museum of Southern Art

New Orleans, LA
__________

 
Abstract art enables the artist to perceive beyond the tangible. . .  It is an exploration into unknown areas. 

-- Arshile Gorky

. . . Only abstract art can bring us to the threshold of the divine. -- Dominique de Menil

“THE WHOLE DRUM Will Sound” is, in effect, a flame-keeper.   
And a necessary one.  The exhibition, now at the Ogden Museum,  
affirms the abiding relevance — indeed the vitality — of abstract 
art today.  This is not what it set out to do.   Curator Bradley Sum-
rall’s intent was duly circumscribed, and perhaps timely: “to trace 
a trajectory of abstraction in the South through the rise of female 
voices in the visual arts.” And his presentation does that well.  
There is enough solid work here to emphasize  something that few 

BY  TERRINGTON  CALAS

Ida Kohlmeyer: Mythic Series #31, 1985, mixed media on canvas.  Gift of the Roger H. Ogden Collection.
__________________

of us knew – that the abstract genre, in its highest form, has flour-
ished in our region for well over sixty years — non-stop — and, 
moreover, that much of it, some of the best, has been at the hands 
of women.  Dusti Bongé’s evocative Swamp at Midnight (1952), 
an early piece on view, says it all.  
 But “Whole Drum” says more.  Looking at the show — 
most notably at its range  — you’re compelled to think about  the 
course of abstraction itself.  You consider the unkillable appeal 
of a mode once seen as radical and even now misunderstood by 
many.  The survey  extends from Bongé in mid-20th century to 
the present.  And what’s striking is the undiminished force of the 
contemporary artists.  You see them afresh, in the context of a con-
tinuum.  And that continuum looks fluid, unbroken — the newest 
and oldest works, somehow, seeming all of a piece.  Certain for-
mal alliances, however subtle, fascinate.  Consider, for example, 
the rhythmic linearity in Shawne Major’s Eating Cake (2008) and, 
earlier, in Ida Kohlmeyer’s Mythic Series #31 (1985) and, earli-
er still, in Bongé’s Circles Penetrated (1942).  What’s more, this 
near-anarchic trope — with vague echoes of Mark Tobey and Jack-
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son Pollock — is as cogent in the work of these women as in that 
of their legendary antecedents.   As I say, the exhibition suggests 
flame-keepers, flame-keepers of an unabated tendency.  Abstrac-
tion shines here.  “Whole Drum” salutes women, but it is also an 
unwitting paean to the very style. 

THE FACTS OF Dusti Bongé’s career are at once heartening and 
vexing.  Clearly, she should be a widely-known figure.  Her unu-
sual natural gifts should have assured it.  She was born in Biloxi in 
1903.   After early sojourns in Chicago and New York, she returned 
in the 1930s to Mississippi where she gradually perfected a per-
sonal abstract style.  Then, during the pivotal 1950s, she managed 
to establish herself in the New York art world.  And her dealer, re-
markably, was the fabled Betty Parsons, a pioneering promoter of 
Abstract Expressionism.  Bongé exhibited with Parsons for almost 
twenty years.  Her work,   passionate yet shrewdly marshalled, 
was easily the equal of anything in the gallery at the time.  That 
her name today is accorded mere regional status seems an arrant 
failure of art history. 
 Swamp at Midnight validates this viewpoint.  The paint-
ing is a quiet drama — nuanced, darkly opulent, but unequivocally 
a drama.  It also seems resolutely private.  You perceive an al-
most benumbing pensiveness.  Or perhaps it is something graver, 

as if deep thought were folding over into heightened emotion. The 
overall tone is elegiac.  Bongé conveys this with color: muddied 
tones of Prussian blue, a well-nigh black, and the vaguest possible 
green-ochre.   And there is also a hushed anxiety, something you 
feel in her way with technique — a racy sketchiness that evokes 
the inscrutable authority of free jazz.  Her night swamp quavers.   
It bares traces of several paragons: the haunted forests of Edvard 
Munch, Mark Rothko’s early quasi-surreal figures, and especially 
Clifford Still’s impassioned, flame-edged configurations.  
 But Bongé’s landscape-as-stage is singular.  The per-
formance you witness feels deeply subjective.  Nature is called 
in to enact what seems an intimate and poignant narrative.  It is, 
however, less a narrative than a sustained moment — and, for the 
viewer, an enigmatic one.  Still, Bongé’s method convinces.  Her 
swamp is a somber frieze of analogues, deftly phrased and affably 
imprecise.  They denote trees or figures or both.  But in impact, 
they register persuasively as dramatic characters.  Not unlike the 
forms in Clifford Still, they assert painting itself as a metaphor of 
the human body.  Their stage is a shallow, excavated space where 
the insinuated landscape turns inward, tends to enclose.  The in-
ference here is emotional impediment, a darkened, Prussian blue 
cul-de-sac.  It brings to mind a recent analysis of Henry James’s 
psychological fiction.  The keynote was that the notion of mental 
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Dusti Bongé:  Swamp at Midnight, 1952, Oil on canvas, 32” high. Gift of The Dusti Bongé Foundation.
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flux, in James, was itself a worthy theme, that “the life within has 
a drama of its own.” Swamp at Midnight creates a world where 
human experience is locked, where an artist ponders – possibly is 
forced to ponder – the cruel truth of life. 
 This is, no doubt, a romantic reading.  But Bongé’s canvas 
is unabashedly romantic.  It’s a reminder of the passion in vintage 
abstract expressionism.  In this instance, the effect is solemn theat-
er. Were it not for the plainspoken technique, you might invoke 
Chopin and his fragile nocturnes.  And, in fact, the poetics of those 
nocturnes are here by virtue of silken color.  Bongé’s solemnity, at 
least for the viewer, is mitigated by it. 

THE ROMANTIC TEMPER, Bongé’s aesthetic underpinning, is 
pervasive in “Whole Drum.”  With few exceptions, the artists here 
seem to follow most closely an introspective thread in the Ameri-
can abstract tradition; that is to say, the thread established during 
the Pollock-de Kooning Golden Age.  This is an art of inner reali-
ties — or, of inner responses to the life-world.   At best, it is both 
expressionist and cerebral.  You see this in Kohlmeyer’s paintings.  
As noted, Mythic Series #31 reveals her signature graphic facility.  
It also shows the psychic power of painterly gesture, as well as 
her ceaseless pluck and pictorial intelligence.  After thirty years, 
this piece retains its capacity to jolt —and to delight.  She savored 
contradiction.  In a single canvas, you have her fierce materiality, a 

staggering release of feeling, and a blithe assault on compositional 
piety.  And to these, add the famous virtuosic brushwork, so reck-
less yet suave, so mockingly assured.  This alone ensures rapture.  
 The solemnity in Bongé’s night landscape is matched by 
Millie Wohl’s Composition with Red (1966).  The painting encum-
bers.  You feel the weight of a requiem — dense, Mahler-like, and 
performed within towering walls.  What tempers this impression, 
and protracts your gaze, is Wohl’s faultless taste.  She ravishes 
the eye with a sturdy, off-hand elegance — slabs of umber, black, 
earth-red.  This is a rare instance where good taste serves to sus-
tain, not diminish, emotional force. 
 “Whole Drum” abounds in subjective pleasures from 
every period.  From the color-field 1970s, there is Dorothy Hood’s 
Florence in the Morning, a canvas almost self-consciously beauti-
ful.  It seems also like a deferential musing on the magical expans-
es of William Baziotes.  And yet, the canvas wields the power of 
aesthetic transport.  It’s a light and color-drenched “atmosphere” 
that, in true Baudelairean fashion, prescribes a contemplative jour-
ney.  And, fittingly, it provides the requisite “luxe, calme et vo-
lupte.” 
 Clyde Connell (1901-1998), one of the most inspired 
sculptors in the South, is represented here by two series from the 
1980s — in both instances, works that epitomize a capacious ob-
jective: the deeply-felt reflection on humankind at its core.  Her 
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vocabulary was toughly individual: nature-derived forms, sub-
limely rugged — always savvily conceptualized and pushed to ab-
straction.  And with them, she devised objects and “environments” 
of an epic bearing.  What's more, there is also a distinct pitch of the 
spiritual.  You feel, before Connell, a moral force.
 In Lake Stilts (1982) you initially see a row of “nests,” 
assemblages arranged in box-like enclosures and set atop tall lad-
ders. They suggest abstract genre scenes.  They also hint vaguely 
at late-modern installation.  But ultimately you think sacred tab-
leaux and, beyond that, a serious, culture-leaping purpose.  This 
is perhaps a result of Connell’s ennobling presentation, or the ex-
acting arrangement or, ineffably, her attitude.  In any case, these 
“nests” betray a meditation on the urgency of human sanctuary.  
 Connell’s Dancers (1985) seem similarly emblematic 
and similarly far-reaching.  They’re sculptural cousins of certain 
high-modernist icons: Emil Nolde’s “savage” dancers; Matisse’s 
several versions of The Dance; and, conspicuously, Matisse's late 
papier-collé Creole Dancer.   Like them, Connell’s jaunty figures 
are universals.  They bespeak primal ritual and, patently, embody 
the basic human compulsion for freedom.   What distinguishes 
them is their spirituality.  Connell’s take on the timeless primitive 
dance is tantamount to a biblical image.  These attenuated sculp-

tures — spectral-pale and stylized, wall-mounted as if invisibly 
suspended — insinuate a benediction.  It is impossible to be un-
moved by a woman who believed in art-making as a moral act.
 Of the other artists in “Whole Drum” who follow a ro-
mantic or subjective line, certain women should be noted.  MaPo 
Kinnord, with Stormy (2015), submits an intense and worthy ad-
dition to the biomorphic tradition in modern sculpture.  Major’s 
mixed-media Eating Cake, upon first encounter, seems a sheer 
surfeit of visual incident.  But her control is as astonishing as it is 
almost undetectable.   She follows the Pollockian lead of height-
ened emotion with unexpected materials: a mélange of plastic 
tchotchkes and rich textiles. The effect is a near-manic sense of 
joy.  Anastasia Pelias’s work stirs an oceanic feeling.  In A Thou-
sand Desires, this signifies consuming drama, a drama intimated 
by the most pondered employ of sensuous color.
 “Whole Drum,” despite its worthy limiting aim, offers a 
broad and fascinating review of abstract art.  And, upon reflection, 
the show seems also to posit a certain inclination.  From what we 
see, women abstractionists in the South, for the most part, have 
eschewed the minimalist aesthetic.  Instead, their art is one of inner 
realities, an art that seeks to interrogate reserves of emotion.  The 
reward of this is for the audience.                                                                               
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Shawne Major:  Eating Cake, 2008, Mixed media. 
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 BY KATHY RODRIGUEZ

Rolón & the Global South

Carlos Rolón: Maria, Installation view. New Orleans Museum of Art.
____________________
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CARLOS ROLÓN
“Outside/In” 

New Orleans Museum of Art
New Orleans, LA

__________

THE THIRD ITERATION of Prospect.3 – and its last as a biennial 
– took on curatorial themes of identity and “search” in the work 
within the exhibit.  The Propeller Group’s The Living Need Light, 
The Dead Need Music – a multi-media installation including video, 
photography, and sculpture – was especially effective at commu-
nicating this theme, as it related to global affinities between New 
Orleans and South Vietnam. Using the tradition of the jazz funeral 
as a subject, the artists revealed the stunning similarities between 
the two cultures.  Within the video and half of the UNO-St. Claude 
Gallery, morphed instruments served as symbols for a shared space 
conversed through the language of music, and a transgender per-

former acted as a guide through the amorphous and liminal area.  
 Carlos Rolón’s solo exhibition at New Orleans Museum 
of Art, “Outside/In,” shares similar content.  He explores the way 
cultures have commingled throughout the “global south,” partic-
ularly within the context of Puerto Rico and New Orleans.  Rolón 
is a first-generation immigrant to the United States; he was born 
in Chicago, which has strong musical ties to New Orleans as well.  
There are more links than this between the history of Rolón’s per-
sonal heritage and the city, already steeped in diversity.  
 One of the most striking is the decorative design of 
wrought iron, used to frame various mirrors.  Rolón, who was 
a resident at the Joan Mitchell Center in 2017, salvaged local 
wrought iron to make the designs, called rejas or grids, which are 
popular in both Puerto Rico and in the Spanish architecture in the 
city. Edra Soto remarked on the preeminence of this material in 
both cultures in the exhibition “SPECTRA” at UNO-St. Claude in 
2015, during which she created the grid forms out of metallic tape.  
Seeing them in a new context, in either case, evokes wonder at the 
ubiquity of such filigreed forms in everyday existence.
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 The mirrors serve an additional function. Viewers search 
their visages reflected either in larger panes that connect and dis-
connect because of the divisions of the rejas, or watch their bodies 
and faces fracture in assembled pieces of reflective glass. In the 
latter case, there is an immediate sensation of disconnection and 
brokenness.  Rolón makes a direct comment on the disastrous re-
cent pasts of Puerto Rico and New Orleans in Maria, a massive 
wall sculpture that spirals out shards of glass – viscerally painful 
in an imaginative way, if the shards should actually fly out in gale 
force winds, and emotionally painful as the work acknowledges 
commonality in grief led by utter destruction.  The mirror pieces 
break up the reflection of the audience, but all can still find them-
selves shining back from the wreckage.
 A larger mirror installation in the alcove in the stair-
case in the Grand Hallway fills the entire recessed space. Smaller 
mirror fragments rejoin with gold inlay, an obvious reference to 
Japanese kintsukuroi in which broken ceramics are mended with 
gold leaf.  While there is comfort in the idea that breaks can make 
beautiful, that same disjointed sensation occurs when one reflects. 
The reflection yields a Cubist portrait of the viewer, fractured and 
flattened from three- to two-dimensional space. (Get close enough 
and find a large enough plane, though, and take some time to mend 
a hairdo, as I observed one person doing from the front of the gal-
lery.)  

 On the second floor, a room of paintings collectively titled 
“Gilding the Lily” glows from the walls inward, filling the space 
with warm light enhanced with a bright palette of tropically hued 
blossoms, meticulously rendered over carefully laid 24-karat leaf.  
Rolón’s background as a painter is evident here, in columns and 
bunches of flowers whose petals seem to fall in errant swaths of 
paint throughout the compositions.  Rolón studied flora throughout 
this region and in Puerto Rico, effectively making large-scale bou-
quets, like those a friend or partner would bring as a gift to another. 
The kindness is welcome, as these paintings seem to emanate such 
affection.
 In the same gallery, an “impromptu” installation of cinder 
blocks and live plants is reminiscent of the makeshift gardens that 
appear in the residential and urban areas of both places. Decorated 
with the same kinds of tiles that appear on vases at the base of 
the Great Hall stairway and in a large wall work, the visual ele-
ments mask some of the roughness of the cinder block.  That sort 
of decorative impulse is a large part of the kinds of materials that 
Rolón uses in general, and of course parallels this city’s love for 
costuming.  It’s remarked in some of the literature about Rolón’s 
work that the media feels a bit out of place, or out of historical 
context; it’s not the kind of work to be done by a man. Locally, 
though, there is no discrepancy especially as it is well within the 
time of year for Mardi Gras Indians to be hand-sewing seed beads 

Carlos Rolón: Untitled Reja (Las Caras Lindas II) (detail), 2016.  Installation view. New Orleans Museum of Art.
____________________
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to canvas for next time. 
 The garden is also a reference to the ways walls, whether 
physical or metaphorical, can go up.  These are mutable walls, 
which can be reconfigured if not totally removed.  Another way 
that Rolón obliterates walls has been to collaborate with local col-
lectives in Nomadic Habitat, a movable cart that has been activat-
ed with work by other artists in this city.  Most recently, members 
of Good Children Gallery participated by bedecking the structure 
with “humorous consumer products that purport to solve known 
social problems, or call attention to ones we didn’t know we had,” 
according to their statement.  Generic Art Solutions’ “mini monu-
ments to no one” recall recent debates regarding public sculpture; 
Christopher Saucedo’s mobile brands are evocative of his work 
in general, which deals with equal distribution of volumes; and 
Aaron McNamee’s cast pill packets and bottles suggest self-med-
ication, a rampant issue in our city. By imparting these sculptures 
to the space of the cart, the artists create a cabinet of wonders, and 
symbolically enshrine them like holy objects.  At the same time, 
they hang from the roof of the cart or line up in organized fashion 
as though a vendor would arrange them – and Rolón has collabo-
rated with vendors using the cart in the past. 
 Another installation titled Bochinche, a reference to 
gossipy conversation among friends and the din of bar settings, 
provides space for reconnection.  Hand-carved marble benches 
arrange in seating around a fountain-like floor sculpture that em-
ploys wrought iron to house live plants arranged about and within 
hanging macramé sculptures.  These are emblematic both of the 
craft traditions that dominate the work in general, but also Rolón’s 

family’s use of the media.  
 Tellingly, though, while observing the multiple school 
groups and visitors led by docents or listening in, no one sat down 
around the work. It’s completely enclosed by open wrought iron 
fences, but there is no way beyond the benches to enter it. Large 
“do not touch” signs throughout all the installations are prohibitive 
against interaction though there are invitations to do so.  Certainly 
the work needs protection and the benches could be read as sym-
bolic gestures to connect rather than a literal invitation. Plus, mar-
ble, while warm and buttery, is also cold stone that is historically 
detached from the viewer in sculpture, and sometimes necessarily 
tactically. 
 That content aligns with the social problems that Rolón 
wants to address through the work.  Disjointed mirrors capture the 
images of multiple people who are not connecting as they move 
throughout the space.  Signage seems to want to discourage that 
connection further. It is a kind of relief to see that this is not an 
exhibition about those connections being solidly made.  Rather, 
the work and the design of the exhibition openly acknowledge the 
prevalence of strong social fissures, and the difficulty if not impos-
sibility of meshing many as one.  Still, the paintings and sculpture 
are imbued with hope in their elegance and warmth, and while I 
certainly wanted to touch, it was enough to recognize visual af-
finities – a feeling like shaking hands across the visual landscape 
Rolón provides.                                                                             

Carlos Rolón: Nomadic Habitat (Hustleman), 2016. Installation View: New Orleans Museum of Art



 BY MARIAN S. MCLELLAN

Human Control

 JOHN HENRY.  “Constructivist Dialogue,” Installation view.  Callan Contemporary, 2018. 7’ wide.

 JOHN HENRY
“Constructivist Dialogue”

Callan Contemporary
~

PAUL VILLINSKI
“Reprise“

Jonathan Ferrara Gallery
New Orleans, LA

IN LIFE’s NETWORK, we humans are the weakest link.  But, en-
twined in that weakness is the binding strength of art and its mak-
ers, forever in pursuit of human affirmation.  As an acknowledg-
ment of our foothold in the various strains of space, artists persist 

in arranging and rearranging anything and everything, be it phys-
ical or psychological, in a ceaseless effort to get a grip on human 
life that can often seem to spin out of human control.
 
 Movement, and containment of that movement, are of 
apparent concern in the three-dimensional works of two artists 
showing separately on Julia Street.  For both, repetition is a key 
ingredient for holding a work in check, but Tennessee-based John 
Henry and New York-based Paul Villinski handle the task quite 
differently, the former opting for a grounded, linear dialogue, the 
latter for a light as air whimsy.  And while both artists’ material of 
choice is aluminum, the end results are quite divergent.
 
 Henry’s painted aluminum sculptures in “Constructivist 
Dialogue” at Callan Contemporary opt for a severely reduced vo-
cabulary of splintered, often weighty shape, planted on floor and 
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on pedestal, and painted monochromatically.  Way back when, the 
historian of all art til death did part, H.W.Janson, referred to early 
20th Century Russian Constructivist sculpture as “three-dimen-
sional collage,” but went on to assert that the Russians in ques-
tion felt their work was four-dimensional since time and motion 
were involved.  For certain, strategic repetition creates movement 
in Constructivist Dialogue, and oddly enough, large floor pieces 
such as the all-black Biscayne appear as light and poised as ma-
quette-sized, pedestal pieces like the red C-Saw.  Henry’s inten-
tional palette of primary colors plus black and white juxtaposes the 
optical weight of color with the physical weight of material.  Sev-
eral of the sculptures, such as the wall-mounted Piedmont, reduce 
organic inspiration to industrial solemnity. 

 Seemingly far-removed from industry yet very much be-
holden to it, are the wall installations of Villinski in Reprise at 

Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.  Though not obvious at first glance, the 
glisteningly beautiful butterflies, pinned to the wall much like col-
lector specimens, are actually fashioned from recycled cans which 
Villinski purchases from canners at Sure We Can in Brooklyn.  Of 
note is that this facility is staffed by the homeless.  Not only that, 
according to Villinski, since flattened aluminum cans are not re-
deemable under New York’s Returnable Container Act, he had to 
convince the canners to collect the crushed cans in exchange for 
pay.

 As one has come to expect from Villinski’s previous ex-
hibits at Ferrara, butterflies abound.  

 Throughout “Reprise,” a plethora of butterflies engage 
and lighten the viewer’s space as they map a controlled pattern of 
movement, which is fitting since his father was an Air Force 
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 PAUL VILLINSKI: “Reprise.”  Installation view, Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, 2018. Photo Mike Smith.
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PAUL VILLINSKI: Empathy [detail], 2018. Found aluminum cans, copper leaf, wire, 120" high.  Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.

Navigator and Villinski pilots small aircraft.   States Villinski, “my 
practice in the studio mimics the act of transformation that butter-
flies symbolize.”  While the act of metamorphosis is indeed essen-
tial to attaining the status of butterfly, it is the butterfly’s beauty 
that most often attracts human notice, and it is that decorative ele-
gance that holds the show together.

 By definition, reprise is a repeated pattern in music.  The 
proliferation of Villinski’s butterflies can be likened to notes whose 
meandering path we follow, always returning to a beginning point 
of view.  Radian and Fable each incorporate a musical instrument 
as the butterflies’ home base.  Radian’s shiny Dobro glistens even 
more with its explosion of silvery butterflies, while Fable’s slight-
ly charred, found cello emanates a curvilinear stream of blackened 
butterflies, mimicking the cello’s F-holes.

 Too heavy-handed and more suited for a plant gallery 
than art gallery, is Your Name.  Here the painted black butterflies 
confusingly spell-out the piece’s title.  Thankfully, Your Name is a 
departure from an otherwise graceful exhibit, though sadly, it does 
occupy an entire wall.  No matter, another wall-sized work, Empa-
thy, quickly distracts from the faux pas, and is possibly the high-
light of “Reprise,” due not only to its copper alliteration of butter-
flies, but to its simple, mandalic formation.

 And so, though neither Henry nor Villinski present an 
outright depiction of human form in these exhibitions, the works 
of both express the imprint of human contact with the world  
around.            



 BY JUDITH H. BONNER

Made in Louisiana

 Patrick Waldemar: Trail of Tears. Acrylic on canvas, 12” x 35”. Stella Jones Gallery.

MADE IN LOUISIANA
A Group Exhibition
Stella Jones Gallery
New Orleans, LA

AS MUSEUMS AND galleries commemorate the Tricentennial of 
New Orleans, the Stella Jones Gallery joins in the celebration with 
an exhibition of works by forty-five African-American artists to 
highlight their contribution to art and culture in the city. In keep-
ing with the gallery’s goal of providing a venue for emerging and 
mid-career artists, a number of those represented in the exhibition 
are lesser known. The artists with national and international repu-
tations include Elizabeth Catlett, Samella Lewis, Richmond Bar-

thé, Malaika Favorite, Ron Bechet, and Patrick Waldemar. Catlett 
and Lewis assisted with the founding of the gallery in the mid-
1990s, and the inclusion of their works in this exhibition reinforces 
that connection. 
 A corresponding motivating factor for the establishment 
of the Stella Jones Gallery was to bring the art of the African 
Diaspora to a broad audience. In that respect this exhibition is 
successful, for it elucidates the history visually in a manner that 
is easily accessible and memorable for the novice and the more 
knowledgeable viewer. The title, Made in Louisiana, appears with 
the preposition “in” crossed out in red, with the implication that 
the state was made by African Americans. Toward that end, the 
exhibition includes paintings, sculpture, photographs, works on 
paper, textiles, constructions, and mixed-media works focusing 
on that message. The overall context traces the history of African 
Americans from their roots, beginning in 1718 with abduction and 
slavery, struggles for liberation and equal rights, to the present. A 

14



number of works make reference to the still tentative condition of 
race relations and social equality in this country.
 Ron Bechet departs from his usual artistic style in a 
thought-provoking silkscreen and mixed-media work titled Boys 
Will Become Men and Then What? As the viewer looks into this 
work, which appears to be a black mirror, the reflected image be-
comes central to the faces of young boys emerging around the 
borders on the scene. The frame with its carved elements, painted 
a stark white, certainly refers to the dominant white community 
in which these youngsters find themselves. The viewer is startled 
with the realization that each of us is central to the issue of the im-
probability of many young black men who find themselves adrift 
in today’s society.
 Several works focus on the slave trade, two of which are 
executed using repurposed wood, or what was formerly termed 
“found objects.” The most obvious of these is Clair Foster Bur-
nett’s mixed-media work titled Gold Weights. An orderly arrange-
ment of gold-painted clothespins is arranged like bodies crammed 
side-by-side lying in the hold of a slave ship as its arched bow 

glides through the water. The title reflects the monetary value of 
the slaves, and also suggests their use as ballast on the ship to pro-
vide floating stability—but it is also a metaphor for their value in 
keeping the cotton business financially stable. 
 Trail of Tears, a 12-inch-by-36-inch acrylic painting by 
Patrick Waldemar depicts a line of Africans linked together by 
black chains around their necks as they walk single-file through a 
landscape with their presence overpowered by giant cotton plants. 
An armed man wearing a white hat stands guard in the foreground, 
his back to the viewer—an arrangement that creates a feeling of 
being an onlooker to the event.
 In Waldemar’s large painting, Woman in Cotton Field, the 
woman is shown standing proudly in the dense growth of a plant-
ed field, with her filmy white garment merging with a cluster of 
fluffy cotton bolls and greenery. A companion painting, Man in To-
bacco Field is obviously inspired by a carte-de-visite of Gordon’s 
Scarred Back, published in an 1863 Harper’s Weekly and showing 
an escaped slave with severe keloid (raised) scars from multiple 
whippings. Although the carte-de-visite was circulated widely, 
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there are other photographs showing men with similar scars. Like 
the photograph of Gordon, the man is shown with his head turned 
in profile facing left. And similar to the woman in the companion 
painting, he is submerged and almost hidden in the bucolic field 
of green broad-leafed tobacco plants. The emphasis here is on his 
bare back showing bloody stripes from a recent scourging.
 Epaul Julien’s mixed-media bust-length portrait of the 
leader of the 1791 Haitian Revolution, Toussaint l’Ouverture, 
shows him in his purple dress uniform coat with gold embroidered 
trim. The expressive face, rendered with freely applied brush 
strokes, appears contemporary compared to many depictions of 
l’Ouverture. After he emancipated the slaves, the French colony 
was governed by former slaves in the first free colonial society that 
rejected race as the basis of social rank. In this portrait, his eyes 
convey a mixture of emotions — fear, worry, and fatigue. A broad 
slash of red paint behind his head and another in the foreground 
appear to close in on his face, and point to his eventual betrayal, 
arrest, imprisonment, and death. Many of these works leave view-
ers to ponder deeper meanings than what is obvious on the mere 
surface.

 Marcel Jean St. Jacques uses repurposed wood in his con-
struction, Door for the Freedom of Seekers of 1811. Strips of wood 
of various lengths, patterns, sizes, and color are arranged tightly in 
a vertical arrangement on a door. Interspersed randomly among the 
wood are tools of the type the rebelling slaves used in their fight 
for freedom. The tools of the rebellion blend in so successfully 
with the vertical strips of wood, that they are literally hidden in 
plain sight.
 The continuing battle for civil rights is represented with a 
number of works, including images of Martin Luther King. Anoth-
er chilling reminder of the bitter battle is seen in Joseph A. Pear-
son’s ink and ink wash rendering of Emmett Till: Portrait of Inno-
cence Images of Hate. Two images of the smiling boy are shown 
at the left; while in the upper right a scene of violence, with a pro-
testor caught between a policemen and dog, depicts the sights seen 
all too often in the media  during the Civil Rights struggles. Below 
is the still face of a male figure lying as though dead. The entirety 
of this scene reminds the viewer that Till’s coffin was left open to 
reveal his brutally disfigured face—a chilling sight that served to 
galvanize the Civil Rights movement. 
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 Malaika Favorite, whose artwork was illustrated in one of 
artist-art historian Samella Lewis’s books on African Art, is also a 
published poet. Her inclusion is timely, for April is National Poetry 
Month. The holiday was introduced to increase awareness of poet-
ry in 1996, the same year Stella Jones Gallery was established to 
increase awareness of African American art in this country. In her 
works Favorite incorporates artwork with literature and music. She 
exhibits one repurposed brightly painted washboard surmounted 
by a doll’s house combined with a narrative with birds and family 
scenes. In another work with repurposed washboard, FATS, she 
celebrates local musicians and dance in a largely black-and-white 
construction. Not a stranger to activism, Favorite herself was the 
first African-American to attend the all-white high school in her 
home town of Geismar in Ascension Parish.
 The exhibition includes two of Lewis’s prints, one of 
which is a linocut of a group of despondent looking Migrants. 
Both Lewis and Elizabeth Catlett point to the education of Af-
rican-American children—Lewis in a color lithograph of Boy 
on a Bench holding an open book on his lap, and Catlett in her 
mixed-media drawing of a Girl Reading. While Lewis shows the 
boy looking forward as though interrupted from his reading, Cat-

lett portrays the girl looking upward. Waldemar depicts a close-up 
of a young girl holding a book, and looking outward as through 
interrupted. In another painting, he focuses on the Three Little 
Girls, six-year old girls who integrated McDonogh No. 19 School 
in 1960. Clearly, the implication in these works is that education is 
critical for the development, racial equality, and economic success 
of the African American community.
 In a small side gallery is an installation on voodoo, asso-
ciated with the African and Haitian experience. Part of the exhibit 
includes cotton soft sculpture dolls by an artist known as Rukiya, a 
name having several meanings, including “rise, ascent,” originat-
ing from an Islamic word meaning “spell, charm, incantation” or 
“enchanting, bewitching, or of being armed against sorcery.” Also 
part of the display is Spanish moss, cotton bolls, and five upraised 
black hands. Rukiya’s message makes clear that her people should 
appreciate their hands for the work they do, and to “raise them up 
and kiss them.” Close by, Rontherin Ratliff’s iron black upraised 
hand, held open and with flames dancing atop each finger. Around 
the arm is incised and raised symbols, while a snake slithers up the 
arm, a distinct reference to voodoo ceremonies.    
 Ratliff’s Never the Twain Shall Meet, features two railroad 

Amy Bryan: Henriette Delille. Graphite on paper, 18” x 24”. Stella Jones Gallery.



track sections, one silver and one black, which commemorates the 
1896 Plessy vs. Ferguson controversial “separate but equal” deci-
sion by the U.S. Supreme Court. Mounted on two posts, the sculp-
ture resembles two human figures who stand side-by-side.
 Many of the artworks in the exhibition are reminders of 
French artist Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), who rejected the ex-
pression, “stupid like the painter.” These artists are knowledgeable 
about their heritage and their history. Others clearly researched 
the subject of their artworks. In his linocut of Rosa Parks, Steve 
Prince celebrates her heroic action in defying laws that restricted 
seating on public transportation. His lithograph of Salt of the Earth 
depicts men at a dining counter, with salt and pepper shakers on 
the counter. On a window behind them is partially visible the name 
of Woolworth, which places the scene at the time of the sit-in at the 
store’s lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina. One of the 
men wears an arm patch, shaped like a shield, which has the mono-
gram AOG. The monogram is a reference to the line regarding 
the “Armor of God” in the Book of Ephesians, “Put on the whole 
armor of God, that ye may be able to stand against the wiles of the 
devil.”
 Dow Spyboy Edwards’ interpretation of Julian Hudson’s 
Free Man of Color 1835, is crafted of beads and acrylic on canvas, 

adapting the man’s red and yellow madras head scarf and green 
bow to his untraditional medium. Edwards, who is one of the Mar-
di Gras Indians, adjusts the crest rail of the wooden chair upon 
which the man sits, to include a fleur-de-lis on either side of the 
man’s shoulders. The latter could be a reference to the symbol as-
sociated with the city of New Orleans or it could refer to the fact 
that runaway slaves were sometimes branded with a fleur-de-lis. 
 The portrait by Hudson (1811-1844) came to light in the 
late twentieth century, but it has since been exhibited in New Or-
leans and in Worcester, Massachusetts, and was published in the 
accompanying  catalogue, In Search of Julien Hudson: Free Artist 
of Color in Pre-Civil War New Orleans. Cely Pedescleaux exhibits 
two small mixed-media quilts focusing on Rose Nicaud, the first 
known coffee vendor in the city in the early nineteenth-century. A 
painting of Rose Nicaud was recently sold at auction in this city, 
but prints of coffee vendors were popular in the nineteenth- and 
twentieth-centuries. Amy Bryan exhibits a graphite drawing of 
Henriette Delille (1813–1862), a woman of African descent who 
cared for orphans and founded the Roman Catholic order of the 
Sisters of the Holy Family. Najee Dorsey commemorates Robert 
Charles in her mixed-media on paper. In 1900, Charles caused ra-
cial violence in the city after he fought against two police officers. 
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Although a number of people in the black community were killed 
in the ensuing riots, Charles was hailed as a hero and a song, “The 
Ballad of Robert Charles,” was written.
 Phyllis Stephens’ mixed-media quilt, Steal Away, with its 
nebulous title, shows cotton pickers in the field, with cabins in 
the background. One questions whether the cotton pickers spirited 
some of the cotton in their clothing for their own use, or whether 
their lives and freedom were stolen from them as they provided 
wealth for others. Margaret Leonard looks beyond the cotton in-
dustry in her paintings, Picking Strawberries and Making Cane 
Syrup. Richmond Barthé is straightforward in his emphasis on the 
laborer in his bronze sculpture, Stevedore, which shows the man’s 
muscular body as he strains to do his work. He appears to pause 
aboard a ship as he leans slightly backward and holds onto a guide 
rope with his right hand and holds his sailor’s cap against his thigh 
with his left hand.
 Some artists celebrate New Orleans’s music tradition, ac-
knowledging the importance of African Americans, e.g. Howard 
Smith in Jazz, a colorful painting of two saxophonists. Keith Cal-
houn focuses on the African-American contribution to Mardi Gras 
in an archival pigment print of King Zulu, Claiborne & Orleans. 
 By far the greatest attraction to African-Americans’ mu-
sical heritage is Elizabeth Catlett’s bronze maquette of Mahalia 
Jackson. This three-foot high maquette is equally as imposing as 
Catlett’s eighteen-foot high sculpture of Mahalia in Louis Arm-

strong Park. She stands, large and imposing in her stature with her 
arms upraised and her mouth open in song. Her skirts appear to 
be blowing in the wind. One is reminded that in songwriter-sing-
er Bob Dylan’s 1963 protest song, he asked rhetorical questions 
about war, peace, life’s struggles, and freedom. He sang in reply, 
“The answer my friend, is blowin’ in the wind.” 
 A sculptural portrait bust of President Barack Obama by 
Charly Palmer, who has achieved national recognition, is titled 
Visions of Our 44th President. Palmer acknowledges that people 
of color can reach for the stars and rise to this country’s high-
est position. He creates a colorful mosaic-like network across the 
president’s face, neck, and suit coat. The effect is almost that of 
light shining through a stained glass window and falling on the 
president, seemingly elevating him spiritually.  
 Palmer’s acrylic painting of Black Panther (New Mem-
ber), acknowledges the role that group had in fighting for civil 
rights. In Keith Duncan’s fabric and mixed-media Civil Rights 
Movement, signs reading: “Jobs for all” and “I am a Man” indicate 
that those struggles still exist.
 The exhibition is dense and rigorous. Although the show 
is powerful upon the first viewing, the perception of the works 
and the overall exhibition is strengthened with additional observa-
tion. 
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Queens & Archetypes

 Alexander McQueen: Silk print painting dress with gold painted feathers, Heaven and Hell pre-collection, 2010.  
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A QUEEN WITHIN: ADORNED ARCHETYPES
New Orleans Museum of Art

New Orleans, LA
________

“A QUEEN WITHIN began with the idea that the queen, as an 
archetype and historical feminine construct, symbolizes tradition 
yet possesses the creative freedom to redefine the rules established 
by a patriarchal system,” states Kelly Peck in the foreword to the 
catalog for this show. Just upstairs from the first-floor gallery that 
houses dazzling fashion within complex set designs, one can peer 
at such a queen from across the mezzanine. New Orleans Muse-
um of Art’s jewel of the permanent collection, Elisabeth Vigée 
Lebrun’s portrait of Marie Antoinette, gazes back at the viewer in 
splendor.  
 The portrait is notable for its Neoclassical elements, such 
as its rectilinear composition punctuated by the triangular form 
of the subject matter.  By description, this portrait fulfilled the 
wishes of Marie Therese, the Queen’s Austrian mother, to see her 
daughter in her “proper” place. On another level, in 1788 Paris 

especially was quickly moving toward revolution against the mon-
archy, and this queen needed propagandistic images to depict her 
as a simple, intelligent, matronly, and caring woman.  However, in 
her desire for freedom from the strictures of the court, she defied 
certain rules of decorum. In light of Peck’s quote, the painting of 
the French queen both serves as an archetypal image of traditional 
roles she would serve, and, with the picturesque window behind 
her and framing her face, suggests her desire for flight in addition 
to her enlightened thought. 
 In the same short time period, Vigée Lebrun painted an-
other famous portrait of Marie Antoinette that hangs at the former 
royal palace – Marie Antoinette and her Children at Versailles.  In 
it she portrays the Queen in sumptuous reds, positioned with her 
three eldest children next to an empty crib.  The youngest, Sophie 
Beatrix, died in infancy, and Marie Antoinette hoped through this 
image to communicate her empathy, a shared sense of loss, with 
her public.  The painting was so detested that it couldn’t be shown, 
however, and her propagandistic aims failed. 
 Marie Antoinette wanted to convey her role as a mother, 
which is one of the archetypal female roles explored in A Queen 
Within.   In addition to “Mother Earth,” the thematic roles “Thes-
pian,” “Magician,” “Explorer,” “Enchantress,” “Heroine,” and 
“Sage” frame fashion collections by myriad designers.  In a con-
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temporary context, Antoinette may have donned the red ensemble 
by Ashish that plainly states “LOVE & DEVOTION” in shimmer-
ing sequins, below an elaborate tiara and veil – one of the designs 
included under the earth-mother archetype.  Likely, though, her 
society would have rather viewed her in the sheer black and flo-
ral embroidered gown by Sarah Burton and Alexander McQueen, 
which in the exhibition is accessorized with a double-horned black 
headdress.  Within this installation, fashion is ecologically sourced 
and incorporates iconography from nature, while the overall de-
sign is dominated by a labyrinthine arrangement of magenta bou-
quets – a symbol of Mother Earth’s identity.
 The Petite Trianon, the escapist hamlet bequeathed to 
Marie Antoinette by her husband – originally built for his grand-
father’s mistresses - held no lack of theatrical performances for 
the entertainment of the court. Entertainment is one of the funda-
mental qualities of the archetype of the thespian, which is imagi-
native, creative, amusing, and tragic – all qualities of the theatre. 
Alexander McQueen’s blue embroidered coat from The Girl Who 
Lived in the Tree collection, and the silk printed dress from Heaven 
and Hell decorated with filigreed designs, gold-painted feathers, 
and various characters might have befit performers of the French 
court.  The set at NOMA positions mannequins within a grid-like 
platform, below black spheres featuring rhinestones in star-shaped 
formations, like a clutch of chandeliers above a marked stage.
 The archetype of the “Magician” involves theatricality as 
well, in a visionary sense – a woman who, so to speak, writes the 
play that is performed. In the context of tragedy and comedy, the 
magician is able to coalesce positive and negative, beauty and the 
grotesque, to create gold through alchemical acts.  The framework 
for the harlequin-like Flow ensemble and the idiosyncratic Switch-
ing on Even Small Lights in Our Too Dark Heart ensemble, both 
by Hideki Seo, is like a type of comic stage illustrated with cari-

catured creatures, akin to those one might find in a grade school 
production about undersea animals. The whimsy of this is reflected 
in the costumes that occupy it.  The use of primary colors is a met-
aphor for basic elements to be transformed into gold, as through 
the use of rocks and minerals in painting that when put together 
create a greater form, in an Elkins-ian sense. 
 There is a giant photographic print of McQueen and Isa-
bella Blow by David Lachapelle that hangs just aside the installa-
tion for “Thespian,” which depicts a burning medieval building in 
the background – McQueen holds the torch as he leans back in a 
strapless gown, mouth open in revolutionary roar.  If the “Explor-
er” is an archetype that “encompasses the act of rebelling against 
the status quo,” as stated in the exhibition, then a parallel to events 
in late 18th century France doesn’t seem such a stretch. The set that 
houses the clothes under this subject involves Anish Kapoor-like 
convex metal disks along the floor, and juicy blue spheres that 
could symbolize sky above water – two still mysterious realms 
that are consistently approached for travel and discovery.  
 The associated designers explore areas of fashion that are 
often overlooked – “disability, race, and gender,” to begin, in ad-
dition to bodies atypical of the fashion world. Selfie Stick Aerobics 
Film, a video by Arvida Byström and Maja Malou Lyse, involves 
two women – one instructor, one demonstrator (akin to fitness vid-
eos of the 80s and 90s) – overtly exploring the sexualized ways 
women in particular take images of themselves, with positive af-
firmations like “beautiful!” and that all butts are great. One squat 
and one elongated mannequin (the latter reminiscent of figures 
by Jaume Plensa) wear plaid jackets and skirt sets by Anrealage 
and Kunihiko Morinaga, efficiently stating the diversity of human 
shape. 
 Of course Marie Antoinette was expected to be an “En-
chantress” to her husband, Louis XVI, in an effort to maintain the 

 Alexander McQueen: Two-piece ensemble with multi-colored crystal print, Natural Distinction, Un-natural Selection, 2009.



22

royal bloodline.  This seductive female role is both demure and ag-
gressive, a combination which did not work for the Queen for the 
first eight years of the marriage. One of the ways in which one may 
play those dual parts is through revealing and concealing alluring 
parts of the body, which is reflected in the installation’s use of 
corrugated plastic walls cut with porthole openings through which 
the viewer must peer into.  When done, sweet pink flowers reveal 
themselves around shoes, headpieces, and dresses – most notably 
two: Cloudy Day 1 headdress by Charlie le Mindu, and Petal and 
Panther headdress by Jordan Askill. Both resemble the wigs worn 
by French elite to enable elaborate hairstyles.  One dress, an epon-
ymous form by Viktor&Rolf, fractures a painting in a frame into a 
wearable piece.  Antoinette, too, may have liked to break out of her 
own image. 
 In finally becoming a mother, the Queen met her obliga-
tion to the country as seen by the royal court, positioning her as the 
“Heroine.” She worked for her relationship through persistence, 
which is one aspect of this archetype.  Pieces in this area suggest 
armor and virility, meaning strength. The design of Alexander Mc-
Queen’s Gown with Snake Print is the closest to what the French 
queen might wear, but other involving “copper flames,” zippers, 
and embroidered vests recall militaristic emblems.  In chess, the 
Queen is most powerful, and usually ends the game in checkmate, 
as she can move anywhere.  In this sense, the winner is the one 
whose heroine is the biggest warrior of the board. 
 The fashions under the theme of “Sage” involve futuristic 

materials and patterns, such as the Cymatic dress by Iris van Her-
pen.  Cymatics involves using sound to create geometric imagery 
and patterns that change with wavelength frequencies, and so too 
does this dress as a model moves with it. Kino by Cindy Hsin-Liu 
Kao is a video that depicts the possibilities of kinetic accessories, 
with the purpose of marrying design with functionality – for in-
stance, a wearer of a particular coat can change its weatherproof-
ing without the necessity of pausing or changing.  Perhaps Antoi-
nette would have been delighted.  
 Susan Barrett, the founder of Barrett Barrera Projects 
– the institution that produced this exhibition – says in her fore-
word to the catalog that her original idea stemmed from the game 
of chess and how it affects fashion. This strategic game could be 
said to align with the fashion world, in that designers make con-
scious, deliberate choices for the greatest aim and most efficient 
win.  Marie Antoinette essentially played the game of court life, 
navigating to the best of her ability the stratagems, intrigue, and 
politics that played in Versailles. Tired of its convoluted labyrinths, 
she removed herself. Ultimately, she lost. Her image remains as 
the last French female ruler to hold the throne before revolution 
temporarily destroyed the monarchy, and thus the last archetypical 
Queen for that time period. I imagine she ponders the curatorial 
thought behind the fantastic display of clothing just below her, and 
perhaps pines to try them all on.                                                  

 Alexander McQueen:  Green embroidered feather dress, Windows of Culloden collection, 2006.  
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Jim Blanchard's Precise Vision
 Jim Blanchard: Madewood Plantation, 2009. Watercolor on paper. Collection of Artist

 
Jim Blanchard

A Precise Vision: The Architectural Archival Watercolors of Jim Blanchard
The Ogden Museum of Southern Art

New Orleans, LA
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THE OGDEN MUSEUM of Art’s exhibition, A Precise Vision: 
The Architectural Archival Watercolors of Jim Blanchard, features 
more than three decades of the artist’s works in an overwhelming 
salon-style arrangement. The precisely delineated paintings, based 
on this region’s architectural history, hang from wall-to-wall and 
up to the ceiling. Identification labels give information regarding 
the structures’ architects, their dates of construction, their owner-
ship, and other historical information. Accompanying the exhibi-
tion, for viewers’ quick reference, is a copy of Blanchard’s recent 
self-published book, Magnificent Obsessions.
 What strikes one immediately in observing the title of the 
book, Magnificent Obsessions, is the 1954 romance movie with 
the same title. The comparison, however, refers to an obsession of 
a different kind. The book and exhibition, conceived to celebrate 
the tricentennial of the founding of the City of New Orleans, focus 
on three centuries of Louisiana architecture, particularly that of 
New Orleans.
 The works on view at The Ogden Museum of Southern 
Art include views of private and public buildings, including resi-

dences, plantation homes and their dependencies and outbuildings, 
cemeteries, churches, governmental buildings, hotels, banks, and 
other commercial buildings. Unexpectedly, viewers also encoun-
ter views of steamboats. The paintings are on loan from private 
collections, as well as from museums and other public collections.
 Born in Thibodaux, the capital city of Lafourche Parish 
in South Louisiana, Blanchard spent his childhood among vener-
able plantation buildings and vernacular architecture of that re-
gion. Following a period of study at Nicholls State University, 
Blanchard took a position in his family’s oil brokerage business. 
Blanchard’s work entailed researching in public records and ar-
chives, as well as making maps. From these activities, Blanchard 
developed a penchant for delineating historic structures, a pen-
chant that became a preoccupation, or as the title of his book at-
tests, an obsession in depicting Louisiana’s magnificent architec-
tural structures.
 After Blanchard’s relocation to New Orleans in the 
1980s, his interest focused on the city’s architecture. This exhi-
bition features more than three decades of Blanchard’s works, 
which are measured and scaled drawings executed in watercolor 
and gouache. In researching his New Orleans scenes, Blanchard 
also consulted Sanborn Fire Insurance maps for the properties, in-
cluding  residences, public, and commerce  structures. Generally, 
the paintings are bright and illustrative. Although the paintings re-
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call the work of artist Boyd Cruise (1909-1988), they are far more 
exuberant in coloring and compositional details, whereas Cruise’s 
watercolor paintings are far more restrained.
 A 1993 view of the Stephen Brown Residence, designed 
by Henry Howard (1818-1884), is rendered in pastels. The two-sto-
ry residence is pink, while the green shutters are harmonious with 
the green foliage of the trees behind the house. Another work with 
a muted palette, Hall’s Row depicts a row of eight three-bay shot-
gun houses, also designed by Howard.
 Blanchard’s large 2014 architectural rendering of the 
Louisiana Jockey Club, located on the first floor, serves as an 
introduction to the exhibition on the fourth floor. This work ap-
pears theatrical with its gardens and terraces, horses with their 
attendants, a horse-drawn carriage, statuary, and numerous men 
and women in period dress populating the terraces and verandas. 
Also known as the Luling Mansion, the extravagant palazzo-like 
home was designed by James Gallier Jr. (1727-1868). Members 
of the Jockey Club purchased the building in 1871 from the own-
ers who relocated to Europe after their two sons drowned in the 
nearby Bayou St. John. The Club was the host to many extrava-
gant dinners, receptions, balls, and concerts before its 1905 sale. 

Eventually the side wings were removed and the house became an 
apartment building, with a number of the city’s artists maintaining 
studio apartments there throughout the years. 
 Interspersed with the paintings in the main galleries of 
Blanchard’s exhibition are architectural details and other artifacts, 
such as cast iron and wrought ironwork, drafting tools, lightning 
rods, and historic rare books on architecture and gardening, which 
inform the viewer’s understanding of the architectural struc-
tures depicted in his works. A painting of St. Mary’s Assumption 
Church is set off in an alcove-like arrangement with a prie-dieu 
and crucifix. A painting of St. Louis Cathedral shows the façade 
as it appeared form 1789 to 1849. For emphasis, the painting is 
accompanied by a copy of Marie Adrien Persac’s (1823-1873) 
mid-nineteenth century print of the Old Cathedral of St. Louis. 
 The Louisiana Purchase is celebrated with a painting of 
the façade of the Cabildo, where the documents were signed in 
1803. Blanchard makes note of the date of the signing and the 
dates that William Charles Cole Claiborne (1775-1817), served as 
the  first governor (Governor of the Territory of Orleans, 1804-
1812; and first governor of the state, 1812-1816). Not surprisingly, 
a delineation of the Presbytère is exhibited nearby, thus complet-

 Jim Blanchard: Lousiana Purchase, 2003. Gouache and watercolor on paper. Collection of Artist
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ing the well-known view of the three landmark structures facing 
Jackson Square. 
 The architectural delineations include renderings of 
structures by the city’s noted architects. The St. Charles Exchange 
Hotel with its cupola as designed by Charles Dakin (1812-1852) 
and James Gallier Sr. (1798-1866)  appears with author-journalist 
James S. Buckingham’s (1786-1855) quotation stating that in 1842 
it was “the largest, handsomest and most impressive hotel in the 
world.” The imposing structure, built at a cost of $600,000 dollars, 
is shown with a minimal number of pedestrians, horse-drawn car-
riages, and diners sitting in its sidewalk café. 
 Blanchard also delineated a view of the old Southern 
Yacht Club, the clubhouse whose construction was spearheaded in 
1899 by Commodore Albert Baldwin (1834-1912). The building 
was enlarged in 1920, but was demolished in 1849 to make way 
for the structure that was long familiar to so many local residents 
before Hurricane Katrina.
 Other works include the Whitney Bank, the Canal-Loui-
siana Bank and Trust Company, the St. Charles Streetcar barn, An-
toine’s Restaurant, McDonogh No. 23, Gallier Hall, the Louisiana 
State House, Cypress Grove, the Musson-Degas House, and the 

Reverend John Bliss Warren House. A rendering of “Constancia” 
or Uncle Sam Plantation, and its dependencies includes plans for 
the main house, kitchen, and garçonniere. Other plantations seen 
in Blanchard’s exhibition include Madewood, Woodlawn, and 
White Hall, as well as several views of Belle Grove Plantation – 
with the latter being situated above two Corinthian capitals. 
 In a departure from the architectural delineations, 
Blanchard is exhibiting a view of the 1904 Rex parade, a work he 
produced in 2001. The city’s industry and commercial settings are 
represented with views of Orleans Cotton Press, Leeds Foundry, 
and a view of Florville Foy’s shop. Foy, a free man of color, adver-
tises his business with the sign, “Marble Cutter and Sculptor.” A 
portrayal of Camp Street at Lee Circle, with the sculpture situated 
atop the column, especially reminds viewers of the ever changing 
face of the city. Overall, the exhibition is intense, both in its visual 
and informational content. Blanchard presents the built environ-
ment of the New Orleans and the surrounding areas from many 
viewpoints. Many visitors believe that the exhibition can best be 
appreciated with repeated visits, significant observations about the 
complexity of the artworks on exhibition.                                    

Jim Blanchard: St. Charles Hotel.



 BY TERRINGTON  CALAS

Two Exhibitions
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JOHN ALEXANDER
Recent Paintings and Drawings

Arthur Roger Gallery

CONSTRUCTING WORLDS:
INTERSECTIONS OF ART AND ARCHITECTURE

Octavia Art Gallery
New Orleans, LA

__________

IT’S HARD NOT to be intrigued by John Alexander’s paintings.  
He submits nature as a dark beauty – detailed, meticulous, but 
also as something solemn.  His view charges us to luxuriate in 
the treasure we take for granted and to do so while we can.  He 

speaks of a “glimpse of paradise before the wrecking ball hits.”  In 
a sense, this is his re-issue of the famous Melville query, “Are the 
green fields gone?” In these new pieces at Arthur Roger, one takes 
his point.  And despite an enveloping ominous tone, he actually 
re-asserts natural splendor.  For a moment, that wrecking ball is 
inconceivable.
 Formally, Alexander renders  that splendor with his most 
obvious asset: a Manet-like painterliness.  It's a fluent style with 
few equals today.  And it is what I have long admired in his work.  
But he is also a shrewdly  intelligent colorist.  You see here an un-
common grasp of the potency of restrained color.  Umbered greys 
and muddied ochres, as in The Twilight Zone,  have never looked 
so seductive.  In certain instances, he marries his muted palette 
to a singular brand of pictorial structure.  Fra Angelico's Garden 
is a rigorously disposed image in which small birds — all rich-

Greta Van Campen: Red Square, 2014.  Acrylic on panel, 12" square.
__________                      



ly-hued crimsons and blues — flutter among dusky-green palm 
fronds.  What struck me first was the assertive frontality of the 
composition.  It approaches a façade-like flatness.  That grabs the 
eye.  Then, as I say, there is the painting’s rigor, or, rather, its veiled 
rigor.  Initially, the scene feels natural, as if caught in a snapshot.  
But every bird and leaf is part of a careful, barely-amiss pattern.  
Somehow, Alexander has managed the guise of liberated nature 
within a format of impeccable balance.  The tension he achieves 
with this is an arresting pleasure. He repeats it again and again.  
Witness the rhythmic weaving of pale blossoms in Voodoo Blues 
— once more a flattened near-pattern, once more the tense beauty.  
With such works, Alexander obviously attempts to hold onto that 
“glimpse of paradise.”  And yet, despite their appeal, these pic-

tures bear no relation to the calendar exquisiteness of conventional 
nature painting.   The artist betrays his deeper concern.  And that 
concern feels complex.  The solemnity I noted above indeed per-
vades this exhibition.  It does so by way of low tones and formal 
disquiet.  The result registers as something like the sublime, but 
perhaps a variant of it — a sublime that might include a measure of 
poignancy.  Works like The Twilight Zone and Flying Solo reveal 
Alexander’s awe, but also a somber reverence.    

IN “CONSTRUCTING WORLDS,” at Octavia, Greta Van Camp-
en’s Kansas, Stop in Colby has the iconic force of a William Chris-
tenberry photograph.  It’s a tiny building façade that signifies a 
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John Alexander: Flying Solo, 2018.  Oil on canvas, 20.25 inches high.  
__________                      



distinctive culture – in this instance, a culture seeking to blend 
vernacular architecture with modernism.  But this is Van Camp-
en’s most severe work on display here.  She mostly has gems.  Her 
Connecticut, Yale University, Purple Morning, and, most notably, 
Red Square are rigor-braced architecture paintings mitigated by 
unusual broken color and the mysterious poetry of shadows.  And 
her Moon Over the Neighbor’s Barn is itself a dark poem cloaked 
in Magritte-like surrealist overtones.
 This exhibition, as the gallery release states it, “focuses 
on the relationship between architecture and fine art,” noting that 
artists “utilize the medium not just to document the built world, 
but also to reveal wider truths.”  It features works by Belgian artist 
Pierre Bergian, New York-based Jeff Goldenberg, New Orleanian 
Grover Mouton, and Van Campen of Maine.
 Of particular interest are Bergian and Mouton, who of-
fer images of architecture to different ends. Bergian’s work is de-
ceptive.  It appears, at first, to focus on decaying, once-opulent 
interiors.  Such a subject immediately invites comment regarding 
the aesthetic problem of “ascribed value” — the notion that art 
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is sometimes defeated by its subject, especially if that subject is 
quaint. or sentimental.  (Here in the South, faded antebellum man-
sions and old barns are the usual offenders.)  But Bergian is pos-
sessed of a masterly, insouciant technique.  You have the sense of 
a very up-to-date Franz Hals.  In fact, his brushwork seizes your 
notice quite as much as his subject.  Thus, upon closer viewing, 
it seems probable that these rooms are not so much in decline as 
they are recast by the artist.  His brush roughens them – in ef-
fect, romanticizes them.  Noble pilasters are now fiercely blurred, 
doorframes staggered, tall verticals offhandedly curved. And all of 
this results in a sort of ”picturesque” room portraiture.  Genuinely 
appealing, but it delays the essential thrust.  Bergian’s rooms are 
empty.  Empty, apart from an occasional piece of furniture, and, 
strikingly, large abstract paintings on almost every wall.  A number 
of Rothkos are implied.  They add considerably to the romanti-
cizing.  But what matters, finally, is the cogency of grand spaces, 
lushly depicted — with an air of finality —  and yet empty.  There 
is an intimation of heady human lives impeded or heady ambition 
unfulfilled.  At best, as in The Irish Country House, the canvas-

Pierre Bergian:  The Irish Country House, 2018.  Oil on panel, 20.5 inches high.
__________                     



es radiate a crushing melancholy not unlike that in those rare va-
cant-room images by Edward Hopper. Bergian’s implied luxury 
intensifies the feeling.  So does his suavely unkempt technique.  
Somehow, in consequence, our own fundamental isolation seems 
underscored.
 Mouton’s works here are also governed by technique, but 
it is technique in the service of something entirely different: his 
long-standing, visionary design concepts.  In spite of this, his ar-
chitecture-in-space drawings enthrall for other reasons.   Among 
them: an unmistakable surrealist quality. New Orleans House in 
Space and Pass Christian, MS in Space are magical images.   Again, 
Hopper might be invoked, but not for his tenor of isolation.  One 
thinks immediately of those aloof New England houses — tower-
ing, monumental, and rendered with an intensity taken to the point 
strangeness.  In Mouton’s work, you feel something of this too, but 
the result is even more enigmatic.  Whereas Hopper worked within 
an essential realism, albeit a heightened one, Mouton offers the 
uncanny.  This clearly has to do with his space-bounding specula-

tion — something he suggests by myriad jottings and directional 
notations and, signally, by a sense of hovering.  This is key to the 
surrealist tone.  What you see is a prepossessing building hover-
ing in a limitless expanse.  Placement and negative space, in these 
drawings, are everything.  They not only declare an ethereal con-
text; they exalt the subject.  These houses assume a transcendent 
aspect.
 The mood is furthered by color.  (Mouton’s easy adroit-
ness with colored pencil is truly revealed here.  The technique is 
essentially a breezy, yet somehow marshaled, lashing of strokes.)  
In this instance, color is a question of clarion passages – jolts re-
ally – within otherwise monochrome schemes. In the New Orle-
ans piece, the building is canopied by a light, translucent cerulean; 
in the Pass Christian piece, a fiery cobalt.  More than denot-
ing sky, these passages confer an otherworldly airiness.  What 
might have been prosaic, black and white images — mere doc-
uments — are now strange and riveting spectacles.                                                                                                                                                                  
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Grover Mouton: New Orleans House in Space, 1986.  Collage, graphite, colored pencil, 30" high.
__________                     



 BY MARIAN S. MCLELLAN

Comfort Network

 Richelle Gribble.  “Biodiversity”[framed], 2017. Watercolor on wood puzzle. 38.50” x 62”. Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.

 RICHELLE GRIBBLE
“Anthropocene”

Jonathan Ferrara Gallery

HUMANS ARE CATEGORIZED as social creatures, but the re-
ality is that most seem to prefer independent living, stowing away 
in neat or not so neat boxes of reinforced architecture, far from the 
madding crowd.  Humankind’s independence is in part a result of 
the ever-growing lack of need of outside help, compliments of one 
corporation or another.  Which suits us fine as long as we can pay 
the bills and until the flow of some creature comfort, be it elec-
tricity, water, gas or the like, comes to an unexpected halt.  Then 
we reach outside our box to locate the missing connection in our 
comfort network.

 Human networking is only natural, or used to be some 
30,000 plus years ago, when to get a point across our predeces-
sors posted an elaborate pictograph the length of many miles of 
a cave’s wall.  Now our text messages cover many thousands of 
miles, and only perpetuate when they humiliate.  But no matter 
how you slice it, we do not inhabit this planet independently.  We 
are forever attached to Earth’s lifeline, regardless of how many 
ways we try to sever.  
 These musings bring us to Richelle Gribble’s environ-
mentally sound “Anthropocene” at Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.  A 
Los Angeles native who graduated in 2013 from University of 
Southern California’s Roski School of Art and Design, Gribble 
holds a B.F.A. in Studio Arts with minors in Social Entrepreneur-
ship and Marketing.  The title “Anthropocene” is a catch-all 21st 
century endearment that refers to humanity’s impact on the eco-
system, in particular our unfortunate hand in over-warming and 
altering planet Earth.  For folks who welcomed the advent of con-
venience and Speed Limit 70, this occurrence matters little and 
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is nothing more than a negotiable misdemeanor.  Plus, if you ask 
around, many of the repeat offenders feel reassured they will not 
live long enough to suffer the consequences of indifference.  
 However, in the multimedia “Anthropocene,” Gribble is 
intent on giving voice to most every aspect of conventional and 
unconventional life.  At times her efforts are too literal and lost on 
description, as in the Biosphere I-VI series of color drawings that 
rely on circular formats.  Here, a congestion of images depicting 
flora and fauna are neatly illustrated in utmost earnest, graphite 
and colored pencil on stonehenge, but the clarity of focus takes 
away from overall intent.  Eco Footprints, a path of mixed media 
footprints ranging from Styrofoam to Astroturf, could also be sim-
ilarly viewed, but Gribble’s use of such prevalent, non-biodegrad-
able materials enhances the impact of our unwitting use of such 
materials and their lasting trail.
 More often than not, less concentrated vantage points in 
“Anthropocene” give way to broader scope and meaning.  Bio-
diversity and Earthcore both rely on a mandalic formation that 
allows us to view each piece as a whole composed of organic 
and inorganic matter.  Earthcore showcases Gribble’s affinity for 
weaving.  In this case the artist employs a warm palette of acrylic, 

string and wire fibers surrounded by an atmospheric array of blue 
and white.  Biodiversity is more in keeping with Gribble’s spider 
web formations, using watercolor on wooden puzzle pieces to de-
scribe a vast array of nature.  
 Gribble’s concern for our inextricable role in the circle 
of life is repeated throughout “Anthropocene.”  Organized Chaos 
I-VIII is a mixed media series of repetitive imagery that includes 
circuit boards and plastic, game-like pieces such as toy cows, 
houses and fish, while the wall installation Linked, listed as “geo-
graphic explorations” in the form of honeycombs, represents the 
artist’s visual deference to bees and the direct link of honeybees to 
the health of our ecosystem.  
 Gribble sums up the exhibit by stating “Anthropocene 
explores the complex relationship between humanity and the envi-
ronment.  To examine our impact, it is crucial to witness life with 
and without human influence. This collection encompasses three 
key phases: nature without humanity; nature with humanity; and 
human impact on Earth.  This exploration shows how humans are 
not separate from nature, but integrated into it.  Thus, our behav-
iors and actions impact where we come from and effect where we 
are going.”           
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 Richelle Gribble.  “Organized Chaos” (installation). 2016. Mixed media. 67.5” x 116.5” Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.



BEN DEPP 
"Bayou's End"

A Gallery fo Fine Photography
New Orleans, LA

__________

BEN DEPP’S AERIAL photographs of our wetlands are a revela-
tion.  He gives us truth and beauty.  In several instances, however, 
it is grim truth made beautiful by his vision.
 When I saw his “Bayou’s End” suite (now on view at A 
Gallery for Fine Photography), I thought, “This is not the swamp 
world I remember.”  For many of us – those who spent youthful 
summers exploring the south Louisiana marshes – the memory is 
paradisiacal.  It’s a memory idealized by sentiment, and sometimes 
idealized by art.  I mean the “art” of ubiquitous cliché.  We recall 
the world we saw – or thought we saw – from fishing camps and 
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small vessels: the blue-green mists in early dawn; the dense, wide, 
brown-olive waters, the spikey irises, the wonderful birds.  It was 
indeed a paradise, and I like to think of this as Louisiana before its 
fall – that is, before industrial assault and before shoreline erosion.  
But, in fact, I was describing the late 1970s and early 80s.
 Depp’s “Bayou’s End” is an antidote to such sweetened 
reminiscence.  In images like Ghost, Jefferson Parish, Louisiana 
and in several views of Elmer’s Island, we’re compelled to face the 
reality of ecological tragedy.  These pictures are a re-awakening to 
something we already knew, but now it’s seared on the brain.  It 
creates a new memory.
 At the outset, I mentioned the surprising beauty of these 
photographs.  This is not a blatant idealization, not offering us easy 
pleasures.  It is another form of revelation, possibly a more impor-
tant one.  Telling us unhappy truths, though laudable, is hardly the 
key achievement of serious art.  There is also the question of the 
artist himself: his thinking, his creativity.  Depp reveals his.
 His creativity seems to move in two directions.  He shows 
a fantastic, romantic side, a feel for the very look of energy; but 

Ben Depp & the Wetlands
BY  A. LEE FARRELL  

 Ben Depp:  Atchafalaya Basin, 2016 (Print date: 2017).  Pigment print, 24.5" high..



also a controlled, exacting side.  I’m thinking, first, of Atchafalaya 
Basin.  Mysterious is too weak a word.  The picture is disorienting,  
a bit daunting — and splendidly so.  An earthy green dominates 
the composition, verging on abstraction.  There are the deep olives 
of the marsh as it rises and overwhelms pale-toned trees, and then 
fades in the far distance.  Then, at upper left, a small veil of sunrise 
folds in, like orange vapor.  And all of this has the feel of some  
enormous color-field painting.  Mother Cabrini, another example, 
is disorienting, too.  It depicts the wreck of a fishing boat near Ven-
ice, Louisiana.  But here Depp uses his bird's-eye vantage point 
to dramatic advantage.  To our eyes, the scene is like a Turner sea 
storm zoomed in close-up, with the boat swept into a vortex.
 These photographs both recall the strange and intense 
Turneresque outlook.  But Depp’s other side is equally fascinating.  

It also verges on abstraction, but abstraction of a very different 
kind: a more purist kind.  A milestone note on this was made, ironi-
cally, by a great camera dramatist.  Ansel Adams, in 1931, wrote of 
awaking to “a vision.  It was like the Annunciation” – the moment 
when he realized that “photography could be . . . a tremendously 
potent pure art form.”  The irony, of course, is that Adams’s own 
art might be seen as less pure than romantic – perhaps, even a 
kind of euphoric nature worship.  The result was the American epic 
landscape, the theater of wilderness.  Still, from a master devoted 
to technical method, the remark is worthy.
 When I refer to Depp’s more purist images, I should clar-
ify.  These are photographs that actually disclose human sensitivity 
through their surfaces of perfect form.  They are a rare hybrid.  
Depp is clearly an artist with an eye fixed on form.  In pictori-
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Ben Depp: Mother Cabrini, Boat Wreck near Venice, Louisiana 2015. (Prnt date: 2018).  Pigment print.
__________



al structure, few camera artists since the era of Minor White and 
Aaron Siskind have been so savvy and proficient.  The important 
point, however, is an emotional subtlety that shows itself in works 
that are also gems of pure design.  Depp’s Jeanerette, Flooded 
Sugar Cane Field, Louisiana is an image of studied pattern, almost 
painfully balanced, but it celebrates the delicate blue and gold re-
flections of sky and sunlight.  The perfect pattern here is formed by 
the flooded sugar cane, but the reality of this event is mollified by 
pure art.  The piece called Hollow, Taken near Bohemia, Plaque-
mines Parish, Louisiana is another study in form-and-meaning 
contrast.  It shows an expanse of exuberant vegetation – lively 
yellow-greens and improbable blues – “invaded,” just off-center, 
by the ominous circular hollow.
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 Capsized Boat, Venice, Louisiana is probably the most 
abstract image in the exhibition.  It looks like a bullet floating over 
blackness. Immediately, I saw it as a rather nervy mastery of de-
sign.  In a sense, it is.  Disaster is the farthest thing from the mind.  
But, as we look closer, the sense of doom falls upon us.  Then, 
looking even closer, we notice a gentle and extraordinary glimmer 
– slivery blue, amber – which emanates from the boat.
 Earlier, I noted Adams’s apparent “euphoric nature wor-
ship.” With Depp, it is not so much a worship as an enthrallment, 
an obvious enthrallment with the inscrutability of our unique wa-
tery world.  He also seems genuinely taken with its precarious fate.  
Fortunately, this does not weaken his artist’s eye.                        

Ben Depp: Capsized Boat, Venice, Louisiana, 2016. (Print date: 2017). Pigment print, 24.5" high.
__________



 BY JUDITH H. BONNER

Portraits of Influence

 José Salazar: Marianne Celeste Dragon (or Dracos), c. 1795. Oil on canvas, 37 1/4 x 30 1/4 in. (94.6 x 76.8 cm).

Salazar: Portraits of Influence in Spanish New Orleans, 1785 - 1802
The Ogden Museum of Southern Art

New Orleans, LA
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WHILE OTHER LOCAL museums and businesses are celebrating 
the Tricentennial anniversary of the establishment of Louisiana’s 
French Colony in 1718, the Ogden Museum of Southern Art is 
presenting an exhibition of works by a Spanish colonial painter. 
The exhibition, Salazar: Portraits of Influence in Spanish New Or-
leans, 1785 - 1802, presents two dozen portraits by Salazar and 
giclée prints of portraits either known to be by Josef Francisco 
Xavier de Salazar y Mendoza (mid-1700s-1802) or attributed to 
him. Maps, documents, and other historical artifacts support recent 

research or reflect the social customs or ambiance of the city. The 
show concludes with a gallery titled Nexus New Orleans, which 
focuses on the period following Salazar’s death. 
 José Salazar was the foremost painter in Louisiana during 
the Spanish Colonial period. His career, which spanned the great-
er part of the second half of the Spanish administration, literally 
comes to a close on the eve of the Louisiana Purchase.  Arriving 
in New Orleans in 1785 from Mexico, Salazar painted portraits in 
the city for the next seventeen years and produced a visual record 
of the city’s civic, military, and religious leaders. Some of the por-
traits now on exhibit will be recognized by viewers as names that 
leap from the pages of Louisiana’s history books. Salazar himself 
was an intimée of this group of the city’s leading citizens and sys-
tematically painted portraits of many of them.
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 Salazar’s existing portraits and their 200-year survival, 
underscore his skill in technical proficiency and compositional 
complexity. While Salazar’s early artistic training is still specula-
tive; his portraits indicate his awareness of Mexican and European 
painting traditions. His portraits also underscore the sitters’ wealth, 
possessions, refinement, and social position. He primed his canvas 
with red, which sometimes shows through the dark backgrounds 
on these portraits, as in the portrait of General James Wilkinson. 
Salazar arranged his subject frontally or in three-quarter view 
against a dark monochromatic ground with little tonal variation. 
 There are drawing problems, however, as well as limita-
tions in his ability to create great depth through the use of linear 
perspective or to achieve modeling through chiaroscuro. Salazar 
restricted his portraits to even lighting and a limited palette, of-
ten in the range of monochromatic browns, tans, and golds, and 
yet he revels in depicting bold red trim on military uniforms and 
silvery blue gowns on women. This is obvious in many of the por-
traits on view, particularly in Marianne Céleste Dragon, Dimitry’s 
blue dress and in the red trim of Captain Julian Vienne’s uniform.  
Wilkinson’s portrait differs, as the broad areas of the waistcoat, 
epaulets, and facing of his uniform are gold. Ordinarily, Salazar 
made restrained attempts to liven the composition with warm ac-
cents in skin tones, jewelry, drapery, upholstery, or small areas of 
muted rose tones in flowers or symbolic attributes. 
 Salazar’s works convey a sense of directness and fresh-
ness, particularly in the brushwork, which retains the character of 
the brushstroke rather than being overly finished. This is usually 
obvious in the highlights of women’s dresses or in men’s cravats 
and waistcoats. Salazar depicted transparent lace by brushing a 
narrow white line to emphasize the contours of pleats and ruffles, 
while the réseau, or supporting net, virtually merges with clothing 
or skin tones showing through the filmy fabric. There is a charm-
ing naïveté in his emphasis on contour, and in the appearance of 
stiff figures having the effect of a cutout applied to a flat surface. 
These qualities underscore the limitations of Salazar’s training. 
  For the most part, Salazar’s portraits reveal his ability 
to convey individual  likenesses with unsmiling features. Two cir-
ca-1795 signed portraits by Salazar, however,  depict smiling sit-
ters. Don Carlos Laveau Trudeau (1743–1816), the first Surveyor 
General during Spanish domination, is shown in a rare moment 
of recreation, sitting at a gaming table, a dice cup in his hand. In 
a companion portrait his wife, Charlotte Perrault Trudeau, also 
holds a dice cup. She is shown correspondingly as at the opposite 
side of the gaming table. The difference in the background color of 
the two portraits is evident.
 These generally sympathetic portraits are no less flatter-
ing than those of more academically accomplished artists of the 
eighteenth century. Salazar used a broad, certain brush stroke, 
building his images within a limited palette, proceeding with the 
assurance of an artist fully in control of his medium.  His skill is 
most apparent in those canvases that do not suffer from being over-
worked from past restorative efforts. In 1904 painter George David 
Coulon observed that Salazar made good likenesses, but “was not 
much of a colorist.” Although many are dulled with a century of 
age and surface dirt, Salazar’s canvases certainly glistened with 
transparent glazes and jewel-like tones when freshly painted. Ad-
ditionally, Salazar was able to line up these two companion por-
traits in order to make the two appear to have been painted on a 

single canvas. They are exhibited in the gallery with a period game 
table and chairs and the dice cups and dice shown correspondingly 
to the positions of those in the portraits. Completing the setting are 
candles, a glass decanter, and two stemmed port glasses.
 Artworks Salazar probably saw in New Orleans include 
pastel portraits of high-ranking military and civilian officer Don 
Francisco Domingo Joseph Bouligny and his family. The anony-
mous bust-length portrait of Bouligny, on view in the gallery, was 
probably rendered by a French artist. Bouligny’s career spanned 
nearly all of the Spanish Louisiana colonial period. He served as 
lieutenant governor under Bernardo de Gálvez. Upon the death of 
Governor Manuel Gayoso in 1799, Bouligny became acting mili-
tary governor.
 Salazar’s portrait of Dr. Robert Dow is strikingly similar 
to a 1760s portrait of wealthy plantation owner Pierre Denis de 
la Ronde, painted about three decades earlier in France by an un-
known artist. Although that painting is not on view at the Ogden, 
Salazar would certainly have been aware of it, for the position and 
many of the details in Dow’s portrait are directly parallel. While 
de la Ronde holds a book in his right hand, Dow holds in his right 
hand a letter to his sister dated March 25, 1791. The sitter’s seated 
three-quarter length figure, his position facing right, his hand hold-
ing a letter (or book), the manner of dress, the overall palette, all 
echo the portrait of de la Ronde. Salazar’s treatment of the book-
case is markedly different, however, for he depicts a rectangular 
image of the books, rather than setting the bookcase on an angle.
 Also on view is a miniature portrait of Angélica Mon-
santo Urquhart Dow and a portrait of Angélica by Salazar. The 
Monsanto family, originally from The Hague, was the first Jewish 
family to settle permanently in New Orleans. They were expelled 
from Louisiana and their property confiscated by Spanish Gover-
nor Alejandro O’Reilly. The family relocated to Pensacola, where 
Angélica married a Scottish Protestant, George Urquhart in 1772.
The Urquharts eventually moved to New Orleans and after Urqu-
hart’s death in 1779, Angélica was remarried in 1781 to Dr. Dow, 
also a Scottish Protestant. Dow, reared Angélica’s sons, Thomas 
and David, as his own. Their home was open to notables of the 
time, including General James Wilkinson, who wrote Angélica’s 
eulogy when she died in 1821 at the age of 72. In addition to por-
traying Angélica, Salazar portrayed her son, Thomas Urquhart, a 
painting that is also on view in the gallery. 
 These early families maintained their wealth and social 
position by intermarriage, a custom that is obvious in studying 
Salazar’s portraits. Thomas Urquhart married Charlotte Trudeau, 
the daughter of Carlos and Charlotte Perrault Trudeau and Wilkin-
son married Charlotte’s sister, Caroline. One can only surmise that 
Salazar felt quite at ease with these families.
 In Salazar’s portraits of men, the sitter’s hand is generally 
tucked inside his waistcoat. In his portraits of women, e.g., Mary 
Minor Kenner, her right arm forms an uncomfortable, pronounced 
right angle as she holds a flower in her right hand. Many of Sala-
zar’s portraits are depicted in a tondo format, with a  trompe l’oeil 
painted oval on a rectangular format, including Marie Jeanne Bo-
zonnier de Marmillion Loubies; Madame Michel Fortier II, née 
Marie Rose Durel; William Dunbar, Thomas Urquhart, Daniel 
William Coxe, Dr. George Benzelle; Colonel Thomas Butler, Jr.; 
and General James Wilkinson. Salazar often signed his name on 
the painted oval. A number of Salazar’s portraits of women recall 
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madonnas, as in the tondo painting of Clarice Le Duc Pedesclaux 
and son Etienne Alexandre Pedesclaux. 
 The double portrait of Julien Vienne and his son Julien 
George Vienne is one of few known paintings of this period to 
include a child with a military subject. This circa-1797 unsigned 
portrait is typical of Salazar’s use of transparencies combined with 
loosely applied brushstrokes in the lace and in the broader areas 
of the clothing. The elder Vienne is shown formally, wearing his 
uniform and hat.  In contrast, the son is shown informally, wearing 
a simple white dress with pleated lace collar and cuffs. He holds a 
flower in his left hand and a small dog in his right arm. Here, the 
depiction of the dog, which obviously suffers from poor drawing 
skills, fuels the idea that Salazar was “self-trained.”  Vienne’s uni-
form is typical of the Spanish uniforms worn before 1800 in style, 
trim, and gold embroidery.  The red cockade on his hat continues 
to be worn as part of the Spanish uniform. Vienne, who became 
lieutenant in 1779, was breveted captain in 1792.  He wears ep-
aulets on both shoulders in the manner of field officers, indicating 

that his promotion predated the portrait. The badges on his collar 
are possibly grenades, insignia worn by grenadiers and officers in 
artillery units. 
 One of only two known group portraits from the Spanish 
colonial period portrayed Dr. Joseph Montegut and his family, in-
cluding his wife, her aunt, and six children, painted around 1797.  
Montegut, who was the Surgeon Major of the Spanish colonial 
army and Chief Surgeon of Charity Hospital, reportedly lived in a 
fine residence on Royal Street near Orleans, only a block from St. 
Louis Cathedral and very close to Salazar’s home. 
 Montegut is shown seated at far right, beside his wife, 
Françoise de Lisle Dupart, and their youngest child standing be-
side her mother. Françoise was the niece of Françoise de Lisle 
(d.1798), widow of Antoine Philippe de Marigny de Mandeville, 
shown next to Mme. Montegut in a posthumous portrait. The latter, 
added by a later artist, may have been added by Salazar’s daughter. 
The work is composed of two pieces of linen spliced together; with 
the five children on the left half gathered around the piano; and 
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on the right, the adults and youngest child are set against a porti-
co with a landscape beyond. The difference in background color, 
therefore, is distinctly different in these two pieces. Yet the skirt of 
a daughter on the left merges with the fabrics of what is possibly 
the folds of Françoise’s cloak. Together with the two parts and its 
seated figures and well defined wooden chair, the portrait is the 
most complicated surviving composition executed by any artist in 
Louisiana until mid-nineteenth century. Other unusual features are 
the masonic jewelry Montegut holds in his right hand and the full-
length view of the cane he holds in his left hand.
 The group portrait of the family of Don Antonio Mendez 
is less complicated, but it is more coherent in its composition.  A 
native of Havana, Cuba, Mendez (1750-1829)  was attorney gen-
eral for the Spanish Colonial government of Louisiana. He is de-
picted with his wife, Feliciana Ducre Mendez, and their two small 
children. The figures’ postures are stiff and upright, as is character-
istic of all of these portraits by Salazar. The sheer filmy fabric of 

Señora Mendez’s garment and the lace of the daughter’s dress are 
rendered delicately, as is the small yellow bird held by the young 
boy. 
 The inclusion of a basket of berries held by the Mendez’s 
daughter, is also seen in the portrait of Marianne Céleste Dragon 
(Draco) Dimitry, which is also a tondo portrait with rectangular 
canvas having a painted oval framing the sitter. Popular in colonial 
America, this device is typical of Salazar, as witnessed in a number 
of canvases in this exhibition, including Marianne’s father,  Lt. 
Michel Dragón.
 Inconsistencies in his painting style are undeniable in this 
exhibition, which suggests a joint artistic venture with his daugh-
ter, Francisca de Salazar y Magaña (born 1771). Under her father’s 
tutelage, Francisca was the first artist to study in Louisiana. Unfor-
tunately, Francisca’s only known portraiture was destroyed in the 
1988 fire in the Cabildo, and critical examination and comparison 
with her father’s paintings cannot be made creditably. Her portrait 
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of (1749-1810), Bishop Luis Ignacio Maria de Peñalver y Cárde-
nas was commissioned in 1802, the year after her father completed 
his portrait of the bishop. Salazar’s portrait, which was commis-
sioned for Charity Hospital, came at the end of his career. A native 
of Havana, Peñalver became the First Bishop of the newly created 
Diocese of Louisiana and the Floridas in December 1793, with 
his arrival in New Orleans in 1795. Salazar portrayed the bish-
op standing in full-length in his vestments near a table on which 
are placed two miters (ceremonial headgear) and writing tools. A 
painted scroll identifies the sitter in Spanish.
 A small black-and-white copy of Francisca’s portrait is 
shown in the gallery beside her father’s portrait, with both depict-
ing the bishop in his vestments. Although difficult to discern from 
the small print, there is a change in the position of the bishop’s 
biretta, which he holds in his left hand. The folds and shadows in 
the cope and short embroidered alb are different, and the miters 
and writing tools on a table at the bishop’s right appear to be di-
minished by shadow. Although married in 1797, Francisca signed 
herself  “Franca Salazar.”  Included in the exhibition is the audi-

tor’s report, dated May 4, 1803, that “la pintura Dona Francisca 
Salazar” received 100 pesos on November 16, 1802. 
 Also on view in this gallery is the larger-than-life portrait 
of Don Andrés de Almonester y Rojas (1796), the city’s foremost 
benefactor. Almonester is portrayed full-length in the manner of 
Spanish Baroque portraits, with a green velvet drapery behind 
him, his coat of arms in the lower left, and a scroll bearing testi-
mony to his accomplishments situated in the lower right.
 The 1791 Patrón (census), which is also on view at the 
Ogden, lists Salazar’s address as Calle San Felipe (St. Philip 
Street), with two men and two women living at that address. It 
also lists a female servant. As an interesting observation, Salazar 
alternately signed his first name as José or Josef. Also included in 
the exhibition is Salazar’s last will and testament, dated March 4, 
1801, which he signed with a shaky hand, writing his first name 
as “Joeph.” He died seventeen months later on August 15, 1802. 
Surviving at a time when only two other known artists ventured 
briefly toward Louisiana, Salazar’s paintings provide a unique his-
toric glimpse into life in a difficult colony.     

 José Salazar: The Montegut Family, New Orleans c. 1794 - 1800. Oil on canvas, 59 x 74 ½ inches.



 BY JOHN MOSIER

Bourdos’ Renoir: Tranquil, 
Gorgeous, & Irritatingly French

 Vincent Rottiers and Michel Bouquet in Gilles Bourdos’s Renoir.

 
RENOIR

A film by Gilles Bourdos

THE VIEWER WHO comes to Gilles Bourdos’s Renoir expecting 
a dramatic tale of a tormented artist struggling against fate and a 
hostile public is going to be extremely disappointed.  The painter 
led as uneventful life as anyone in Isle-de-France could manage, 
given that he lived through the turbulence of the Franco-Prussian 
War, the abrupt end of Napoleon III, the Commune, and the birth 
of the Third Republic.
 It seems likely that those events impeded his career. 
His first real success wasn’t until 1867, when his portrait of Lise 

Tréhot, holding an umbrella, was shown at the salon.   He was thir-
ty-six, and Mademoiselle Tréhot was one of his mistresses.  Then 
came the le débacle of summer 1870 and the Commune, when, 
Renoir was nearly shot by the Communards as a spy.  So there 
were trials and tribulations, but still, he was well represented in 
the of the first—and arguably the greatest—of the Impressionist 
exhibitions, and by the end of the decade he was recognized as one 
of France’s great painters.
 An uneventful life, and Bourdos doesn’t try to create any 
sort of false conflict.  He goes off in an entirely different direction.  
The film is set in 1915, so Pierre-Auguste is now seventy-five.  His 
hands are crippled by arthritis, he can’t even stand up, and his body 
is wracked by pain.  But he can still paint.  And paint he does.
 For those folks not familiar with the lives of the Impres-
sionists, that Renoir was still working away in 1915 may come as 
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a bit of a shock, since Impressionism is, not incorrectly, thought 
of as a movement of the nineteenth century.  Curiously, most of 
the major painters associated with Impressionism were all alive 
in 1900, although in the case of Camille Pissarro, just barely, as 
he died in 1903, followed by Paul Cézanne, three years later.   But 
Claude Monet and Mary Cassatt lived on until 1926.  Edgar Degas 
didn’t die until 1917, and the important but less famous Armand 
Guillaumin survived until the following year.
 The general opinion seems to be that these artists all 
changed, or grew, or departed from their early work done in the 
1870s.  The extent to which this is true can be left to specialists, 
and Bourdos isn’t having any of that.  In 1915 his Renoir is still 
painting the way he’d always done, is still fascinated by the female 
figure.
 That fascination is the departure point for the film, pro-
vides us with its first images.  We see a pretty young redhead, 
Andreé Heuschling (Christa Théret), who’s arriving at the Renoir 
household outside of Cagnes-sur-mer to model for the aging artist. 
 It also alerts us to a considerable weakness, which is 
baked into the gâteau, as it were, a somewhat maddening tendency 
to assume levels of knowledge about all things French that no one 

could reasonably be assumed to have.  Bourdos is typically French 
in this regard.  We are immediately immersed in the Renoir house-
hold, as though we already know who everyone is.  In addition, the 
story assumes we not only know who they are but their pasts—and 
their futures.  
 That cinephiles all are aware that that Jean Renoir, 
France’s greatest director, is the son of the painter is the least of it.  
Frankly, outside of France, even that is a shaky notion.  But leave 
that aside.  Take one of the most intriguing parts of the tale that 
unfolds.  That the youthful Jean will fall in love with the redhead, 
and she with him, is hardly surprising.  But it is highly doubtful 
that viewers watching this rather low-keyed love story realize that 
Andreé Heuschling not only married Jean Renoir, but, under the 
name of Catherine Hessling, starred in is early films.
 Unfortunately, that is hardly the least of the problems fac-
ing the audience.  The film simply assumes that everyone knows 
where Cagnes-sur-mer is.  The viewer who doesn’t is likely to 
find the easy way people go from mountainous glades with lim-
pid streams to the sea, find these dislocations disorienting.  The 
approach complicates what is in every other respect a fascinating 
look into the final years of a great artist.  Apologies to all those ex-
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perts who don’t think much of Renoir: in France he’s still regarded 
as a great painter, and nothing’s liable to dislodge him from his 
pedestal.
 But here’s the basic outlines of what the director assumes 
we know.
 In 1890, just before Renoir turned fifty, he married a 
young seamstress who was, like Lise—and several other wom-
en—both a model and a lover.  They already had one child, Pierre 
(1885), and Aline Victorine bore him two more sons: Jean (1894), 
and Claude, or Coco, born in 1901.   Although younger than her 
husband by two decades, Aline died in early 1915, so when Andrée 
innocently says Madame Renoir has recruited her as a model, we 
can understand why she doesn’t know she’d died.
 An amusing aside: one well known chronicler of the 
modern cinema, in discussing this film, refers to Renoir’s long 
dead wife.  Not only does the term hardly apply to the actual case, 
but the dialogue makes it very clear that in fact the opposite is true, 
because when Jean returns home on leave, his remarks to his father 
make it quite clear that she was alive when he left.  When he left: 
July 1914.
 Even with the program notes, as it were, it takes a while 
to understand what the film is about, because Bourdos seems more 
interested in showing us the day to day life in the household than 
in telling a story.  The young woman poses, the old man paints, 
and the women in the household nurse him.  Given that all the men 
are at the front, it makes sense that the household would be totally 
female, but still, it comes as a shock to see four of them carrying 
the immobilized painter in his wheelchair, up stairs and even up 
the slope to his studio.  
 They are older than Andrée, but not by much, and it’s 
easy to see why Coco (Thomas Doret) is seething with adolescent 
sexual frustration, as he’s surrounded by attractive females, met 
with pictures of half naked women, at every turn—including his 
mother.
 But Coco’s anger is simply a part of the landscape, as 
it were.  The camera observes it, the dialogue records it, but it’s 
like the attitude the women of the household have towards the old 
man’s interest in unclothed female flesh, it’s just the way it is.
 So at first—and for quite a while, actually—we seem to 
be in for a fictional docu mentary that could just as well be entitled 
“The Final Days of a Great Painter.”
 True, there are interesting asides.  Renoir, curious, asks 
Andrée about herself.  She is, she says flirtatiously, a singer, an 
actress, an “artiste.”  He snorts, but volunteers that his oldest son 
is an actor.  In the cinema?  He makes a derogatory remark about 
the cinema, but then adds, that the theater isn’t much better.  The 
only important thing is to work with one’s hands, to create things 
that endure.
 So there, finally, we have a theme, one that is developed 
throughout the film, and in a way that gives us a genuine insight 
into Renoir.  He doesn’t think of himself as an artist, but as a work-
er.  At one point, after Jean returns home on leave, he reminds his 
son that he began life as one, says truthfully that he started out 
painting plates in a factory.
 And if it hadn’t been for the machines, I’d still be doing 
that—and very happy.  The remark is quite true.  Renoir, like his 
younger contemporary Gustav Klimt (born in 1862), can arguably 
be seen as the last of a dying breed: the working class artist, a man 

who sees his work as the product of an artisan, a craftsman.
 Although Klimt is never mentioned, the insights the film 
has into Renoir really do suggest the comparison.  Klimt too came 
from a family of mechanics and artisans.  Both approached art as 
though it was a species of artisanal work.  Renoir really did start 
out working in a factory that made porcelain.  Both men were gen-
uine working class artists; in other words, were about as far from 
being aesthetes or intellectuals as a great artist can get.  
 And most of the superficial differences between the two 
men are simply the result of differing approaches to what they 
considered the craft. For instance, Klimt was technically accom-
plished at drawing, and he drew like many people would doodle.  
Renoir, like a good many artists of the period, wasn’t.  In fact, 
when we see him sketching, the first reaction is that he definitely 
isn’t very good.  But then most of the Impressionists weren’t much 
at drawing, as their contemporaries in the world of art criticism 
never tired of pointing out.
 But as Renoir reveals, he’s not much interested in what he 
terms “lines.”  For him, everything is about color.  An interesting 
contrast, because in the sense Renoir means the word, lines is ex-
actly what comes to mind when one looks closely at Klimt.  Like 
all such contrasts, it shouldn’t be pushed too far, but it’s definitely 
there.  And anyway, at bottom, in their paintings, both men empha-
sized the sensuality of life.  
 In the more sober and proper atmosphere of Vienna, 
Klimt’s version caused nothing but scandals, but in the more re-
laxed world of the Third Republic (after 1871), scandal, sexual or 
otherwise, was hardly on the table, and certainly not for artists.  
 It should be added that this is not to say that Klimt was 
not often provoking and outrageous.  The Viennese wag who de-
scribed his (rejected) fresco for the Law Faculty as “The spirit of 
Justice being rogered by Jurisprudence” gave a fair description.  
 But again, different culture, different tastes, and the point 
here is that neither man lived a particularly eventful life.  Nor did 
they have much to say about their art.  They simply wanted to paint, 
and they spent most of their time doing just that.  True, there’s a 
dramatic difference between their styles, and Klimt’s eroticism is 
quite different from Renoir’s.  But both men were fascinated by the 
female form.  They simply celebrated it in different ways.
 As the film moves slowly forward, it is difficult for the 
Anglo-American reader not to see the similarity between the 
Renoir of the film and the fictional painter Charles Strickland in 
Somerset Maugham’s pseudo-biography of him in The Moon and 
Sixpence.  These men, real or imaginary, violate all our ideas of 
the great artist.  Although it’s a given in art criticism that Renoir’s 
style evolved over the decades, Bourdos emphasizes the contrary, 
that judging by what he wanted to paint, he was simply immune to 
trends, to shifts, to fashions.
 The arrival of Jean, sent home from the front to recover 
from a near fatal wound, perhaps raises expectations in the viewer 
that the stage is being set for the clash of painting versus the cine-
ma, personalized by some sort of father-son tension, which in turn 
would be exacerbated by the horrific slaughter of the first nine or 
ten months of the fighting—the period that saw the heaviest losses 
France suffered during the entire war: three quarters of a million 
dead or missing, over a million wounds cases.
 But Bourdos isn’t particularly interested in that either.  
We’ve already seen the old man’s anguish at the probable fate of 
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his son.  Hiding behind that stiff and brusque demeanor is a per-
son—and he’s quite aware of it.  When Andrée, rather impudently, 
asks him if he’s always so grouchy, he seems amused.  Not when 
I’m working.
 So although there’s conflict, it’s minimized.  Coco and 
Jean are clearly disaffected by the absence of Gabrielle.  Again, 
maddeningly, the film never says who she is: Aline’s young cous-
in, who apparently was their nanny.  The film suggests that Aline 
threw her out because of her husband’s interest in her, and Pierre 
Auguste insists to Jean that it was all Aline’s doing.
 As far as the story goes, the rest is simple.  Jean and An-
drée fall in love.  Much to her despair—and his father’s—he re-
turns to the front, and the film comes to a somewhat abrupt and 
ambiguous end—like an extended joke without a punch line.
 The whole film is like that. The low level emotional in-
terchanges can be summed up by one brief interaction that occurs 
early on.  Andrée’s perfectly agreeable to posing in the nude, al-
though she isn’t pleased by the results.  He makes me look fat!  She 
complains to Jean.  He makes me look like a girl, he retorts.
 So, considered from the point of view of a drama, Renoir 
isn’t.  The dramatic climax is muted.  When Jean takes his leave, 
his father, in one last burst of determination, staggers to his feet, 
embraces him.  He loved their mother.  She came into his life at a 
point when he was in despair.  Don’t screw this up, he says fiercely.  
Jean promises that he won’t.
 A most undramatic conclusion to a film marked by a lack 

of any particular drama.  What’s the point, one might well ask?
 The answer is that Bourdos is making a film, and he relies 
on the gorgeous cinematography of Mark Ping Bin Lee to shoulder 
the burden.  Make no mistake: the film is full of gorgeous exterior 
shots that capture the extraordinary quality of the light—one of the 
qualities of southern Provence that drew painters to it.  For anyone 
interested in painting, the observation is trite, a cliché, but it’s no 
less true.
 And the failure of filmmakers and photographers to cap-
ture that makes us consider the mystery of the human eye, the 
enormous difficulty we have in capturing in art what our senses 
perceive.
 Just as Renoir was obsessed with capturing the mystery 
of flesh, in other words.
 What’s striking is that even in France, cinematographers 
never capture either world.  The Provence that their lenses give us 
is uniformly the same.  Lacking.  All they manage to do is to make 
Provence look hot, dusty, and barren.
 It is all that, true enough, but this film captures the para-
doxical qualities of the place.  Not just the light, which although 
ever changing, always has a magical quality about it, but the con-
trasts between the untamed charms of its surprisingly lush land-
scapes and the extreme of its reddish rocks and distant mountains.  
 In essence, the film contrives to capture on film what 
Renoir managed to capture in painting.  That it does so is no small 
achievement.                                                                                 

Michel Bouquet as Pierre-Auguste Renoir.
__________
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DID THE GERMAN philosopher Adorno say that after Auschwitz all 
poetry was garbage?  Or, that after Auschwitz, poetry was impossible?  
Actually, he said things like this in more than one way in more than one 
formulation.  One version is found in Prisms where he writes “To write 
poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.”  
 Whatever the combination of words, what was he trying to say?  
Presumably those who suffered and died at Auschwitz – and those who 
suffered and died to liberate and eliminate Auschwitz – did so in part to 
keep the hope and actuality of poetry alive.  Would Adorno argue that the 
privilege of writing poetry was forfeited by the Auschwitz generation that 
failed to prevent Auschwitz?  John Stuart Mill wrote that a nation that 
loses a war should suffer only for a generation after its unsuccessful war.  
The new generation is innocent, and deserves a new chance.  Perhaps 
the post-Auschwitz generation should have the option to try poetry?  Al-
though Adorno did speak more sweeping and emphatic terms.  
 Perhaps the point for post-Auschwitz artists is to keep the moral 
issues in mind; but what does that mean?  Keats has observed that “We 
hate poetry that has a palpable design upon us.”  Where is the balance 
between morality and its lack?  Is Bonnard too sweet to be anything other 
than an obscenity after Auschwitz?  Does each film need to conclude with 
a statement assuring its viewers that no Auschwitz was advocated in this 
work?  It is said that after 1940, Goebbels suffered the continuation of the 
French film industry as long as it produced kitsch to numb its viewers.
 Palpably, Adorno’s is an extreme statement suggesting multiple 
meanings.  As such, might he be practicing poetry himself?  That would 
be consistent with his general practice of dialectical irony.
 We could continue to pursue various angles on what it means 
to say that Auschwitz makes poetry impossible, garbage, or barbaric.  For 
the purposes of this essay we will pursue Adorno’s concept through the 
elaboration he set out in Negative Dialectics:

That [Auschwitz] could happen in the midst of the traditions of phi¬losophy, 
of art, and of the enlightening sciences says more than that these traditions 
and their spirit lacked the power to take hold of men and work a change 
in them. There is untruth in those fields them¬selves, in the autarky that is 
emphatically claimed for them. All  post Auschwitz culture, including its 
urgent critique, is garbage. In restoring itself after the things that happened 
without resistance in its own countryside, culture has turned entirely into the 
ideology it had been potentially -had been ever since it presumed, in opposi-
tion to material existence, to inspire that existence with the light denied it by 
the separation of the mind from manual labor.  (366 67, E.B. Ashton trans. 
1973).

If “Auschwitz” already did not involve a matter of entire culture, it does 
in this citation.  The issue that Adorno focuses on here is the divorce 
between mind and manual labor.  That separation constitutes the original 
sin of pre-Auschwitz culture; and unless mind and manual labor conjoin, 
culture can neither critique nor resolve its intrinsic evil.
 Where is this notion coming from?
 One must begin in the Marxism from which Adorno begins, and 
Marxism begins in a fundamental critique of Western philosophy through 
Hegel.  For Plato, only ideas were real.  For Aristotle, God was Mind 

thinking itself.  As he said in Metaphysics, “the act of contemplation is 
what is most pleasant and best.” In his works, Hegel would cite Aristo-
tle to show his consistency with and continuation of that tradition. “The 
eternal Idea, in full fruition of its essence, eternally sets itself to work, 
engenders and enjoys itself as absolute Mind,” he wrote in Philosophy of 
Mind.
 Feuerbach flipped this tradition and argued that the ideal de-
rived from the real, and this opened the way for Marx who argued

The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism – that of Feuerbach 
included – is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, is conceived only in the 
form of the object or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, 
practice ….The question whether objective truth can be attributed to human 
thinking is not a question of theory but is a practical question. (Theses on 
Feuerbach)

Mao might have summarized it most succinctly with his comment that to 
know a pear you must eat it. “To know the taste of a pear, you must change 
the pear by eating it yourself.” (On Practice)
 These characterizations of what is really real have political im-
plications.  If God is Pure Thinking, it sustains the notion that manual 
labor is degrading; so degrading that it would be just fine if those who 
performed it were reduced to the status of slaves.  Even after the abolition 
of slavery, the notion remains that people who work with their hands must 
be losers.  It is better to be a manager than a worker, ne pas?  Possibly 
this rationalization of hierarchy and contempt leads into a  slippery slope 
where some humans become so contemptible that they can be placed into 
death camps where in evil irony,  the gateway reads  Arbeit macht frei 
(“work makes free”).

***

…as Lenin would remark in Zurich many years later and in a very different 
social context, “as radical as reality itself.”
--Robert Hughes, The Spectacle of Skill

***

REALITY’S ANNOYANCES  
 
 But these matters may be pursued at a more sophisticated level 
which suggests not only Adorno’s correlation of “culture” to Auschwitz.  
They also lead into other moral issues with less dramatic but equally seri-
ous implications.
 My argument derives much from Matthew Crawford’s Shop 
Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work.  He does not begin 
with Adorno, but he ties into Adorno, and his inquiries lead to many issues 
relevant to Adorno.
 Crawford earned a PhD from University of Chicago, but found 
himself preferring to work as a motorcycle mechanic.  He writes

 This book grows out of an attempt to understand the greater sense of agency 
and competence I have always felt doing manual work, compared to other 
jobs that were officially recognized as “knowledge work.” Perhaps most sur-
prisingly, I often find manual work more engaging intellectually.  …  In any 

Readings
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hard discipline, whether it be gardening, structural engineering, or Russian, 
one submits to things that have their own intractable ways. 

The point here is that you may be able to argue your way out of Aristo-
tle with syllogisms, rhetoric, intellectual dexterity, emotional appeals, or 
sheer physical threats.  None of that works with growing a tomato, fixing 
a motorcycle – or learning Russian.  There is an intractability in the ob-
jective material when it comes to doing plumbing or making a chair. That 
intractability proves the integrity of the object, and that integrity imposes 
an integrity upon those who might engage the object.
 The resistance of objective material reality to subjective mental 
whim humbles the desiring subject with the discipline of the resisting real.  
It forces the subject to appreciate his or her limits and place in the world.  
By such education the subject can function in the world.  A person who 
has grappled with the difficulties of physical reality is less likely to be 
swayed by verbiage or fantasy.  Hitler’s rule for effective propaganda will 
not work on him/her (“The more modest its intellectual ballast, the more 
exclusively it takes into considerations the emotions of the masses, the 
more effective it will be,” as he observed in Mein Kampf.) A person who 
checks his words against the inconvenient checks  in and regularized trau-
ma of the physical world should be better equipped to cope with contro-
versies raised by texts produced by climate change advocates opponents; 
or the literal truth of the Bible or the Koran; or the Protocols of the Elders 
of Zion.
 The experiences of resistance afforded by manual labor force 
one to abandon magic and reject magical thinking.  From this perspective, 
reference to Goethe’s Faust provides educational.  Faust wants to make 
a deal with the devil Mephistopheles whereby he may find a moment so 
exquisite that he will want it to remain forever.  Mephistopheles is permit-
ted to use all his “arts” to accomplish that, which is fine with the skeptical 
Faust, who signs the contract and exits the stage.  At this point Mephis-
topheles tells the audience that once Faust resorts to magic and despises 
Reason and Science, he is damned anyway.  Mephistopheles states his 
plans to 

drag him through raw life, 
Through the meaningless and shallow, 
I’ll freeze him: stick to him: keep him ripe, 

Frustrate his insatiable greed, allow
Food and drink to drift before his eyes: 
In vain he’ll beg for consummation.

Yet through the course of Goethe’s work, Mephistopheles fails.  Faust re-
mains unsatisfied.   Finally at the end,  he declares that he can happily and 
eternally embrace a particular vision of life, which involves a community 
of hard working people taking land (like the Dutch) from the sea:

This is the highest wisdom that I own,
The best that mankind ever knew:
Freedom and life are earned by those alone
Who conquer them each day anew.
Surrounded by such danger, each one thrives,
Childhood, manhood, and age lead active lives.
At such a throng I would fain stare,
With free men on free ground their freedom share.
Then, to the moment I might say:
Abide, you are so fair!  (Tr. Kaufmann; lines 11573-11585)

Faust then dies; but in this end may be found his beginning.  When Faust 
opens, Faust is translating the opening passages of John to read not “in the 
beginning was the word,” but “in the beginning was the deed.”  Grappling 
with the world through material practice, not wording (with its facile fa-
cility), is the key to truth and salvation.  Confirmation of this occurs when 
Faust works with a free community. Adorno might be pleased.

***

Their problems epitomize an irreversible misery of American life— the de-
struction of real trades which have clear and practical relations with history, 
environment, and social need…
--Robert Hughes, The Spectacle of Skill

***

DEGRADATION OF WORK  
 A major theme of Goethe’s Faust is becoming (as opposed to 

Steve Bannon.  Photo: Ron Sachs.
__________
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being), and a major theme in Marx is dialectical change as opposed to 
idealistic stasis.  Change is certainly a concept which can be applied to no-
tions of manual labor; because manual labor has changed – for the worse 
- since the days of Marx; and those changes further inform these issues we 
have been exploring.  
 Crawford has observed that “degradation of work is ultimately 
a cognitive matter, rooted in the separation of thinking from doing.”  (38) 
(related, probably, to Adorno’s “the separation of the mind from manual 
labor.”)   The point here is that when Marx wrote, workers being brought 
into factory production brought with them knowledge about production 
processes.  Aside from the fact that such gave them a sense of their own 
humanity, Marx hoped that such knowledge would lead to their ability to 
dispense with useless owners and take control of society.  Yet he antici-
pated struggle:  “Machines were, it may be said, the weapon employed by 
the capitalist to quell the revolt of specialized labor.”  Marx, Poverty of 
Philosophy (1847).
 The thinking worker was critical not only for 19th European 
socialists, but also for 19th century American democrats.  People whose 
labor forced and allowed them to think were people who could function as 
responsible citizens:  As Christopher Lasch has written, 

Whigs no less than Jacksonian Democrats took an expansive view of the 
“working classes,” defined by Levi Lincoln as the “practical agricultur-
ist and husbandman, the manufacturer, and the mechanic.” …  The labor 
theory of value was more than an abstract principle of political economy in a 
country where labor’s contribution to the general well-being took the form of 
mind as well as muscle. American mechanics, it was said, “are not untaught 
operatives, but an enlightened, reflective people, who not only know how to 
use their hands, but are familiar with principles.”  The Revolt of the Elites

The small proprietor was one whose work required focus, acknowledge-
ment of and adjustment to the dictates of objective reality.   With these 
notions Lincoln built on Jefferson’s conception of the fundamental role of 
the yeoman farmer for democracy:

[Lincoln] condemned the “ambition for broad acres,” which encouraged 
“careless, half performed, slovenly work.” He spoke highly of the “effect 
of thorough cultivation upon the farmer’s own mind.” He said that it would 
prove an “exhaustless source of profitable enjoyment” to a “mind, already 
trained to thought, in the country school, or higher school.”  Ibid.

Lincoln carried the logic of these notions into his fight against slavery:

He … understood that the most effective rebuttal [to “mud-sill theorists,” 
proslavery apologists] was to expose the argument’s premise: that every 
civilization has to rest on one or another form of forced, degraded labor.  … 
When Lincoln argued that advocates of free labor “insisted on universal 
education,” he … meant that citizens of a free country were expected to work 
with their heads as well as their hands. Mud-sill theorists, on the other hand, 
held that “labor and education are incompatible.” They condemned the 
education of working people as “useless” and “dangerous.” It was a “mis-
fortune,” in their view, that workers “should have heads at all.” Advocates 
of free labor took the position, in rebuttal, that “heads and hands should 
cooperate as friends; and that [each] particular head, should direct and 
control that particular pair of hands.” Ibid.

In short, the separation of mind from manual labor encouraged slavery; 
just as it encouraged Auschwitz.
 If the advent of the factory was a less clear to Lincoln than 
Marx, both failed to anticipate the impending doom for thinking labor.  
Crawford reviews how the dream of Marx (and Jefferson and Jackson and 
Lincoln?) was destroyed through conscious effort by factory owners and 
their avatar Frederick Winslow Taylor with his Principles of Scientific 
Management: 

Taylor writes, “The managers assume . . . the burden of gathering together 

all of the traditional knowledge which in the past has been possessed by the 
workmen and then of classifying, tabulating, and reducing this knowledge to 
rules, laws, and formulae.”  Scattered craft knowledge is concentrated in the 
hands of the employer, then doled out again to workers in the form of minute 
instructions needed to perform some part of what is now a work process. 
This process replaces what was previously an integral activity, rooted in craft 
tradition and experience, animated by the worker’s own mental image of, 
and intention toward, the finished product. Thus, according to Taylor, “All 
possible brain work should be removed from the shop and centered in the 
planning or laying-out department. . . Once the cognitive aspects of the job 
are located in a separate management class, or better yet in a process that, 
once designed, requires no ongoing judgment or deliberation, skilled workers 
can be replaced with unskilled workers at a lower rate of pay. Taylor writes 
that the “full possibilities” of his system “will not have been realized until 
almost all of the machines in the shop are run by men who are of smaller 
caliber and attainments, and who are therefore cheaper than those required 
under the old system.”

These retrograde innovations did not occur without a fight:

Given their likely acquaintance with such a cognitively rich world of work, 
it is hardly surprising that when Henry Ford introduced the assembly line 
in 1913, workers simply walked out. One of Ford’s biographers wrote, “So 
great was labor’s distaste for the new machine system that toward the close 
of 1913 every time the company wanted to add 100 men to its factory person-
nel, it was necessary to hire 963. 

In the end Ford won the day, in part because his policy of high wages not 
only ameliorated workers; it also motored the economy.  As he said

I believe in the first place that, all other considerations aside, our own sales 
depend in a measure upon the wages we pay.  If we can distribute high wag-
es, then that money is going to be spent and it will serve to make storekeepers 
and distributors and manufactures and workers in other lines more prosper-
ous and their prosperity will be reflected in our sales. (Beaud, A History of 
Capitalism, 1500-2000, 182) 

Among other things, the ability to buy consumer goods would provide a 
substitute for what was lost when workers could no longer take pride in 
their labor.   As Crawford observes, wages truly became “compensation.”

***

It is part of a general aging of the United States: its stagnation, its willing 
surrender to ephemeral media images and unargued persuasion.
--Robert Hughes, The Spectacle of Skill

***
DEGRADATION OF POLITICS   

 If manual labor did not start stupid, it was made stupid.   Sep-
aration of the mind from manual labor constituted a conscientious proj-
ect. The Taylorization of the Americana workforce implied a return to 
the good old classical days of Aristotle when power by one group of over 
another group of people could be legitimated by alleging the superiority 
of thinking with the word over doing with the deed.  
 The politics of this process continue to inform our history to this 
day.
 By 1991, in what was by default an ideological endeavor, Rob-
ert Reich celebrated the existence of “fortunate fifth” in his The Work of 
Nations (1991).  In 1995, Christopher Lasch presumably acknowledged 
the phenomenon when he disserted on “the privileged classes” who com-
prised “the top 20 percent.”  He did not like them.  In light of our points 
concerning the divorce of thinking from doing, as well as the denigration 
and demoting of the latter, his remarks are worth quoting at length
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Robert Reich’s category of “symbolic analysts” serves, apart from its 
syntactical incoherence, as a useful, empirical, and rather unpretentious 
description of the new class. These are people, as Reich describes them, 
who live in a world of abstract concepts and symbols, ranging from stock 
market quotations to the visual images produced by Hollywood and Madison 
Avenue, and who specialize in the interpretation and deployment of symbolic 
information. Reich contrasts them with the two other principal categories 
of labor: “routine production workers,” who perform repetitive tasks and 
exercise little control over the design of production, and “in-person servers,” 
whose work also consists of routine, for the most part, but “must be provided 
person-to-person” and therefore cannot be “sold worldwide.” If we allow for 
the highly schematic and necessarily imprecise character of these categories, 
they correspond closely enough to everyday observation to give us a fairly 
accurate impression not only of the occupational structure but of the class 
structure of American society, since the “symbolic analysts” are clearly ris-
ing while the other categories, which make up 80 percent of the population, 
are declining in wealth and status.
…
Part of the trouble, I would add, is that we have lost our respect for honest 
manual labor. We think of “creative” work as a series of abstract mental 
operations performed in an office, preferably with the aid of computers, not 
as the production of food, shelter, and other necessities. The thinking classes 
are fatally removed from the physical side of life—hence their feeble attempt 
to compensate by embracing a strenuous regimen of gratuitous exercise. 
They have no experience of making anything substantial or enduring. They 
live in a world of abstractions and images, a simulated world that consists 
of computerized models of reality—“hyperreality,” as it has been called—as 
distinguished from the palpable, immediate, physical reality inhabited by 
ordinary men and women. Their belief in the “social construction of reali-
ty”—the central dogma of postmodernist thought—reflects the experience of 
living in an artificial environment from which everything that resists human 
control (unavoidably, everything familiar and reassuring as well) has been 
rigorously excluded. Control has become their obsession. In their drive to 
insulate themselves against risk and contingency—against the unpredictable 
hazards that afflict human life—the thinking classes have seceded not just 
from the common world around them but from reality itself.

 Lasch’s observations are consistent with Adorno’s concerning 
the deleterious effects of  the separation of the mind from manual labor.  
They might also be viewed as relevant to the institution and enforcement 
of Snowflake Culture in many of the academic institutions where these 
elites now receive “schooling.”   Snowflakes melt and panic in the face of 
any politically incorrect speech or marginally impolite opinion.  Manners 
become a substitute for real politics, and enforcement of taboo becomes 
a substitute for thought.  Snowflakes demand “safe spaces” and “trigger 
warnings” for their tender sensibilities.  Such precious attitudes will melt 
in the face of reality’s refractory nature.  It leads to an embrace of fantasy 
thought which leads to fascism.
   These issues have developed into concrete and growing politi-
cal tensions.  In 2001, Emmanuel Todd claimed “a new class is emerging 
that comprises roughly 20 per cent of the population in terms of sheer 
numbers but controls about half of each nation’s wealth.  This new class 
has more and more trouble putting up with the constraint of universal 
suffrage.”  After the Empire, 16.    
 Lasch saw these tensions expressing themselves in Europe as 
early as 1995, when “… referenda on unification ... revealed a deep and 
widening gap between the political classes and the more humble mem-
bers of society, who fear that the European Economic Community will be 
dominated by bureaucrats and technicians devoid of any feelings of na-
tional identity or allegiance. (46)   These tensions manifested themselves 
dramatically in 2016 when UK voters chose to leave the EU (“Brexit”).
 Across the pond for our own United States, Thomas Frank made 
similar observations concerning similar phenomenon.  He marked “the 
upper 10 percent of the population— the country’s financiers, managers, 
and professionals.”   His criticisms of this group echoed the criticisms we 
have already heard from Adorno, Goethe, Crawford and Lasch.  Their 
mental “work” received no checks, discipline, or improvement, from en-

counters with physical reality: 

In addition to doctors, lawyers, the clergy, architects, and engineers— the 
core professional groups— the category includes economists, experts in 
international development, political scientists, managers, financial planners, 
computer programmers, aerospace designers, and even people who write 
books like this one. Professionals are a high-status group, but what gives 
them their lofty position is learning, not income. They rule because they are 
talented, because they are smart. [8]
…The professional ideology brings with it certain predictable, recurring 
weaknesses. The first of these pitfalls of professionalism is that the peo-
ple with the highest status aren’t necessarily creative or original thinkers. 
Although the professions are thought to represent the pinnacle of human 
brilliance, what they are actually brilliant at is defending and applying a 
given philosophy. In Disciplined Minds, an important description of the 
work-life of professionals, the physicist Jeff Schmidt tells us that “ideological 
discipline is the master key to the professions.” Despite the favorite Sixties 
slogan, professionals do not question authority; their job is to apply it. This 
is the very nature of their work and the object of their training, according 
to Schmidt; by his definition, professionals are “obedient thinkers” who 
“implement their employers’ attitudes” and carefully internalize the reigning 
doctrine of their discipline, whatever it happens to be. [29] ... Those who 
succeed in a professional discipline are those who best absorb and apply its 
master narrative. [32] 

Angrily Frank contrasted the thinkers from the Obama administration 
schooled at Harvard to the doers from the New Deal schooled by actual 
experience;

When the merit-minded President Obama wanted economic expertise, to 
choose one sad example, he sought out the best the economics discipline had 
to offer: former treasury secretary and Harvard president Larry Summers, a 
man who had screwed up time and again yet was shielded from the conse-
quences by his stature within the economics profession. Look back to the 
days when government-by-expert actually worked and you will notice an as-
tonishing thing. Unlike the Obama administration’s roster of well-graduated 
mugwumps, the talented people surrounding Franklin Roosevelt stood very 
definitely outside the era’s main academic currents. Harry Hopkins, Roos-
evelt’s closest confidant, was a social worker from Iowa. Robert Jackson, the 
U.S. Attorney General whom Roosevelt appointed to the Supreme Court, was 
a lawyer who had no law degree. Jesse Jones, who ran Roosevelt’s bailout 
program, was a businessman from Texas with no qualms about putting the 
nation’s most prominent financial institutions into receivership. Marriner 
Eccles, the visionary whom Roosevelt appointed to run the Federal Reserve, 
was a small-town banker from Utah with no advanced degrees. Henry Wal-
lace, who was probably the nation’s greatest agriculture secretary, studied at 
Iowa State and came to government after running a magazine for farmers. 
Harry Truman, FDR’s last vice president, had been a successful U.S. senator 
but had no college degree at all. Even Roosevelt’s Ivy Leaguers were often 
dissenters from professional convention. [23-26]

Frank’s purpose was to protect the seizure of the Democratic Party by the 
mugwumps:

…it is not going too far to say that the views of the modern-day Democratic 
Party reflect, in virtually every detail, the ideological idiosyncrasies of the 
professional-managerial class. Liberalism itself has changed to accom-
modate its new constituents’ technocratic views. Today, liberalism is the 
philosophy not of the sons of toil but of the “knowledge economy”… I write 
to protest their triumph. [14-15]

Frank’s protested in vain.  For better or worse, the USA experienced its 
own version of Brexit.    “Education was a huge driver of presidential 
vote preference in the 2016 election.  Mrs. Clinton fared very well among 
well-educated voters.”  [NYT, June 1 2017] The less educated Clinton 
dismissed as DEPLORABLES, and they contributed to her defeat.  Her 
conceptualization and use of the term summarizes not only her election 
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failure, but also the themes of this article.

***

Their problems epitomize an irreversible misery of American life— the de-
struction of real trades which have clear and practical relations with history, 
environment, and social need, and their replacement by a service economy, 
which caters only to fantasy and leisure.
 --Robert Hughes, The Spectacle of Skill

***

DEGRADATION OF CONSUMPTION
 
 We recall Crawford’s sentence: “In any hard discipline, whether 
it be gardening, structural engineering, or Russian, one submits to things 
that have their own intractable ways.” That sentence was followed by this 
sentence “Such hardness is at odds with the ontology of consumerism, 
which seems to demand a different conception of reality.” [65]
 Crawford seems to suggest that people pacified into passivity as 
workers are also pacified into passivity as consumers.   The elimination 
of encounters with complicated physical reality dumbs down workers into 
cooperative workers ready to do what they are told.   The elimination of 
complicated reality dumbs down consumers into cooperative consumers 
ready to buy what they are told to buy.  This seems consistent with the 
system set up by Ford who looked for his production methods to mesh 
with his need for consumers to buy the products his workers created.
 That the economy requires a growing quantum of demand 
seems clear:

… capitalism flourishes, not by covering existing needs but by eliciting new 
ones … consumption in mature capitalist societies has long become dissoci-
ated from material need.  The lion’s share of consumption expenditure today 
– and a rapidly   growing one – is spent not on the use value of goods, but 
on their symbolic value, their aura or halo.  [Streeck, How Will Capitalism 
End?]

Even Ford had to follow GM’s   insights concerning the role that status 
and planned obsolescence could play in generating demand.
 However, our focus is what happens when mind is withdrawn 
from the discipline of physical encounter.  That focus observes that quan-
titative expansion in demand has recently been maintained by a qualita-
tive change in product, where, again, mind is withdrawn from the disci-
pline of physical encounter.  In our historical economic period, product 
has become as undemanding as work.  Encounters with the challenges of 
physical reality have been minimized if not eliminated.  Demand may be 
roused, but humanity has been diminished.  Recreation, instead of becom-
ing re-creation, has become relaxation to the point of reduction.
  Sport provides a paradigmatic case here, particularly as noted 
by President Kennedy in 1961:

The sad fact is that it looks more and more as if our national sport is not 
playing at all-but watching. We have become more and more not a nation 
of athletes but a nation of spectators.  Professional athletes--professional 
athletics--I believe has a great place in our national life, but I must confess 
that I view the growing emphasis on professionalism and specialization in 
amateur sports without great enthusiasm. Gibbon wrote two centuries ago 
that professionalism in amateur sports was one of the early evidences of the 
decline and fall of the Roman Empire.

To put Kennedy into our terms, “sport” can be an active or passive ac-
tivity.   When one actively participates in sport, one has to deal with the 
challenges of the physical world – including one’s physical body - and the 
joys that accompany those challenges when they are engaged and met.   
Recreation becomes re-creation in this instance.  By contrast, one who 
enjoys sport as a spectator does so in a more passive inanimate posture.  

There may be some mental element involved as one second guesses the 
players and coaches; but without the physical reality of the encounter, the 
mental appreciation can degenerate into masturbatory fantasy.  Instead of 
re-creation, recreation promotes relaxation and reduction. What was an 
opportunity for personal growth becomes a means for personal decline.
 As early as the 17th century, English historian Christopher Hill 
observed how the human experience of music began to change as people 
played instruments less and grew to depend more on professional per-
formers.  This phenomenon, though, has dramatically expanded in the last 
century.  As Boltanski and Chiapello have written

Outside the workplace, network capitalism confronts desire, liberation,  
authenticity, and real human relations, and turns them into commodities 
(e.g., tourism, the hotel business and catering, adventure holidays, fashion, 
interior decoration and design,  cultural activities, personal services, leisure, 
green consumerism, ecological marketing … [The New Spirit of Capitalism, 
442, 443, 444, 447, 448]

And Wolfgang Streeck: “capitalism was able to penetrate domains (tour-
ism, cultural activities, personal services, leisure, etc.) which had hitherto 
remained comparatively external to mass commodity circulation.” 
 In other words, there have been many areas where people have 
had to think and act – on their own and with friends - in order to create 
enjoyment: cook food, raise children, play sport, sew clothes, work with 
wood, travel to new places, explore new cultures, decorate a home.  Now 
these activities have been commodified so that one only needs to pay for 
them, and the rest is done for the “consumer.”  
 Now it is true that sometimes the purchase of such experienc-
es can be considered a foray into excellence appreciation, along lines of 
Hughes’ appreciation of sports (see quote below).  The question is when 
such purchases begin to monopolize one’s life styles, to the point that 
passivity overwhelms one’s approach to existence.   How much will one’s 
play resembles degraded work: simple stupid, and obedient?
 This phenomenon has been called the commodification of ex-
perience, and demand for it has been intensified by the degree to which 
the marketeers have managed to make each experience as ephemeral as 
possible.   On January 2, 2011, the New York Times could observe, “Every 
year, we buy zillions of music players, digital cameras and cell-phones-
-and then, a couple of years later, send them to the nearest trash bin.”   
But the temporality of these gadgets seems eternal when compared to the 
ephemerality of other purchased experiences when vanish once they are 
consumed:  a trip to the restaurant, the sports stadium, the fashionable 
tourist destination, the gambling hall.  One begins to hear echoes of Me-
phistopheles dreams for dragging Faust through “raw life, through the 
meaningless and shallow ... he’ll beg for consummation.”
 But are these critiques too moralizing?  Do questions of con-
sumption reach issues of Auschwitz?  Perhaps these ruminations come 
too close to the palpable design that Keats condemns.  But each time a 
consumer consumes experience passively, his capacity for consciousness 
diminishes.  S/he will be less prone to wonder where the trucks are car-
rying those Jews, and more likely to question the easy answers proffered 
by the government. We recall Hitler: “The more modest [propaganda’s] 
intellectual ballast, the more exclusively it takes into considerations the 
emotions of the masses, the more effective it will be.”  

***

I love the spectacle of skill, whether it’s an expert gardener at work, or a 
good carpenter chopping dovetails, or someone tying a Bimini hitch that 
won’t slip.
--Robert Hughes, The Spectacle of Skill

***

PLAY  
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 One may pursue the moralizing question a little further.   Even 
if we grant that it is good for a human to be forced to face physical reality 
with all its resistances, during work, and during leisure - must that happen 
ALL the time?   Marx expressed an early vision of communism in 1845 in 
his German Ideology:

In communist society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity 
but each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, society 
regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do 
one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the 
afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have 
a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, herdsman or critic.

Is Marx here sounding even more earnest than Goethe? Such formulations 
seem to envision life as  nothing but work, albeit happy and educational.   
However, arguments that human life might involve something “less” than 
relentless rigor are easily found by serious people:
• Man only plays when in the full meaning of the word he is a man, 
and he is only completely a man when he plays. - Friedrich Schiller
• Perhaps the history of the errors of mankind, all things consid-
ered, is more valuable and interesting than that of their discoveries. Truth is 
uniform and narrow; it constantly exists, and does not seem to require too 
much an active energy, as a passive aptitude of soul in order to encounter it.  
But error is endlessly diversified; it has no reality, but is the pure and simple 
creation of the mind that invents it. In this field the soul has room enough to 
expand herself, to display all her beautiful and interesting extravagances and 
absurdities. - Benjamin Franklin
• Play is a free activity standing quite consciously outside ‘ordinary’ 
life as being ‘not serious,’ but at the same time absorbing the player intensely 
and utterly. It is an activity connected with no material interest, and no profit 
can be gained by it. It proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and 
space according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner. - Johan Huizinga 
• Humans were put on this earth to fart around. -  Kurt Vonnegut 

Perhaps part of the joys of farting around might include some searches 
for reality rebuffs that, for Crawford, elevate manual labor.  The search, 
though, is done in a less earnest, more easy, manner.  Paleontologist R. 
Dale Guthrie elaborate on the evolutionary issues underling these matters:

Let me review the argument that play, and art as a special kind of play, are 
adaptive … Much of human play, perhaps even most, remains unseen.  I 
mean, of course, the play of imagination, daydreaming, or fantasy … These 
fantasies contribute to the brain’s high metabolic rate, about 20% of our 
daily energy budget… dream sleep has important functions for health and 
well-being … Like all other forms of play, art is self-driven and self-reward-
ing …  play also seems to have … distinct developmental periods  Play in 
youth seems crucial for healthy, adult development … human modes of play 
meant offspring became individuals with the plasticity to think for them-
selves, which was fostered by past success in decision making, which in turn 
was promoted by prolonged trial and error in the freedom of play … Cre-
ativity … has an aspect that is strangely anti-learning.  Learning, more often 
than not, includes an acquiescence to past paradigms, which can sometimes 
get in the way of new visions.  … perceptive breakthroughs seem to occur 
more often during quasi-meditative states associated with walking, relaxing, 
reading, and sometimes even sleeping.  Art making  seems associated with 
quasi-meditative brain-wave status … My own view presented throughout 
this book is that play, art, and creativity are all linked to the process of our 
becoming large-mammal hunting specialists.  And, of course, in that context, 
childhood has a special importance … The human lifeway of a complexly 
social animal that lived as a physically rather inferior predator of large 
mammals necessitated relativity … to be able to cook up new recipes in all 
facets of life … flexibility … novel roles, and to negotiate complex situations 
…people who got a kick out of pondering effects and causes … The Nature of 
Paleolithic Art

***
With scarcely an exception, every significant artist of the last hundred years, 
from Seurat to Matisse, from Picasso to Mondrian, from Beckmann to de 

Kooning, was drilled (or drilled himself) in “academic” drawing— the long 
tussle with the unforgiving and real motif which, in the end, proved to be the 
only basis on which the great formal achievements of modernism could be 
raised.
--Robert Hughes,  The Spectacle of Skill

***

ART

 The preceding returns us to the questions that opened this essay.  
What is the relation of art to Auschwitz?  Has it become impossible, ob-
scene, irrelevant?
 Crawford begins to suggest an answer when he claim that “…
in art that is representational, the artist holds herself responsible to some-
thing not of her making.”  This is true, but not true enough; and Crawford 
is supplemented by a remark from Vonnegut, who cites Saul Steinberg’s 
observation that “what you respond to in any work of art is the artist’s 
struggle against his or her limitations.”  Part of the artist’s limitations in-
volve not only her mind or talent, and not only the fruit bowl she might 
be trying to depict.  Most importantly, the artist’s restraints include her 
physical materials.  Engagement with the potentials and restrictions of 
one’s media provides the excitement for both the artist and her audience, 
whether it be pigment, film, sound, clay, the dancing body…  The original 
Greek word for art was techne, which meant competence with materials.
 From the perspective of Crawford and Adorno, this struggle 
with limits also suggest the moral justification for art, which Proust inti-
mates in some of his own words

The greatness of true art …makes us recover, regain, and perceive that 
reality far from our daily living, from which we separate ourselves more and 
more, as the conventional knowledge which we substitute for it grows thicker 
and more impermeable, this reality which we are in danger of dying without 
having known it, and which is, quite simply, our life … This work of the 
artist, the search to perceive under matter, under experience, under words, 
something which is different, this work is exactly opposite to that effectuated 
in us minute by minute when we live diverted from ourselves by vanity, pas-
sion, intelligence, and habit too, when  these classification, these practical 
goals, pile over our true impressions  so as  to hide them from us completely 
-- and we falsely call that  life… The work done by our vanity, our passion, 
our spirit of imitation, our abstract intelligence, our habits, it is that work 
which art must destroy... [vi, 289, 299-300]

 Making art challenges the artist, and consuming art challenges 
those who would encounter art.  Art at its best confronts its participants 
with all the intractable features provided by conscientious labor in the 
physical world.  Art is not for snowflakes, and those who do not want 
to be made to feel uncomfortable should find some safe space elsewhere.  
(Today’s snowflake is tomorrow’s gauleiter, as Adorno might suggest.)
 It might finally be noted that the role of the critic (like those of 
us who work with the NOAR) is to evaluate the honest rigor or lack of it 
in art productions.  Real art has integrity, but not everything that claims 
to be art has integrity.   Indeed, one might note how this issue of rigor has 
come to contribute so much of the confusion over art in the 20th century.  
“Avant garde” art caused controversy because it insisted on explor-
ing unexplored problems of perception and representation.  It uncovered 
new sources of friction and thus stimulated new controversy.  But not 
everything that stimulated controversy uncovers new sources of friction.  
Sometimes it is just noise.
 Thus, even after Auschwitz art has its role, Art does not easily 
accommodate the artist, and the artist does not easily accommodate the 
audience.  Beyond - and part of  - its stimulation, Great Art provides chal-
lenge and resistance that is offered in the best experiences of work, leisure, 
and play.  Rilke summarizes it in the climax line of his poem about an 
encounter with the “Archaic Torso of Apollo”:“You must change your
 life.”                            
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ARTHUR ROGER GALLERY, 432 Julia St. (522-1999, www.
arthurrogergallery.com). John Alexander: “Searching For Evan-
geline”, Recent Paintings and Drawings. Through June 23rd. Pard 
Morrison: “In Fields”, (Recent Work) Through June 23rd. Works 
by Gene Koss, August 4 - September 22. Jonathan Mayers : 
“Mythologies Louisianaises” August 4 - September 22.

BARRISTER’S GALLERY, 2331 St. Claude Ave.  (525-2767, 
www.barristersgallery.com).  Susan Bowers, Opening in August 
11, 2018.

BOYD SATELLITE, 440 Julia St. (899-4218, www.boydsatellite-
gallery.com). Another Show, July.  Blake Boyd, Louisiana Cereal. 
August.

BRUNNER GALLERY, 215 N. Columbia St. Covington (985-
893-0444).  Rick Brunner, Sculpture and Furniture Designs.

A GALLERY FOR FINE PHOTOGRAPHY, 241 Chartres St. 
(568-1313, www.agallery.com). Ben Depp: “Bayou’s End”. Mi-
chel Varisco: “Below Sea Level.”  Through September 27th.

ACADEMY GALLERY, 5256 Magazine St.  (899-8111, www.
noafa.com). Summer Semester June 4 - July 27 2018.

ANTENNA GALLERY, 3718 St Claude Ave.  (298-3161, www.
antenna.works) Andrew Au: “The Republic of Dark”. Sketches 
through July 8.  “The New Orleans Suitcase”.  Contents on View 
through July 1, 2018.
   
ARIODANTE GALLERY, 535 Julia St. (524-3233, www.ariodan-
tegallery.com). “Jewelry In July” Featuring Works by CC Gotz,  
Maureen Krail, and Nina Fine. Works by Glinda Schafer, La-
gniappe Artists Karen Abboud, Belinda Tanino. July 7th-31st, 
2018.

COMPILED BY CHRIS LEWIS

Calendar

Ben Depp: “Montegut, Algae Blooms Near Montegut, Louisiana”. 11/1/2016. Pigment Print. 241/2 x 33”.  A Gallery For Fine Photography.



Michel Varisco:  Crosshairs, 2017. Archival pigment print. Courtesy the artist and A Gallery for Fine Photography.

From CONSTRUCTING THE BREAK at the Contemporary Arts Center.  
__________
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GALLERY 600 JULIA, 600 Julia Street, (895-7375, www.gallery-
600julia.com). Stephanie Reed: “Crescent City Instantiate,” June 
2nd. Tricentennial Show, July 7th. Chuck Broussard. August 4th;. 
Adam Hall, September 1st

GEORGE & LEAH MCKENNA MUSEUM OF AFRI-
CAN-AMERICAN ART, 2003 Carondelet St.  (323-5074, www.
themckennamuseum.com). By appointment.

GOOD CHILDREN GALLERY, 4037 St Claude (616-7427, 
www.goodchildrengallery.com). Chris Pavlik: “The Heart Trav-
els,” Lynda Frese: “Stage of the Ancients”  through July 8th.

HISTORIC NEW ORLEANS COLLECTION, 533 Royal St. 
(523-4662, www.hnoc.org). Robin Reynolds: “New Orleans: Be-
tween Heaven and Hell” (Pen and ink work) through October 1, 
2018.  “Working for the Williamses” Tour, through June 30th. “Af-
rican Heritage of New Orleans: 300 Years in the Making” Through 
December 8th.

ISAAC DELGADO FINE ARTS GALLERY, 615 City Park Ave.  
(671-6377, www.dcc.edu/dnts/art-gallery).
  

CALLAN CONTEMPORARY, 518 Julia St. New Orleans (525-
0518), www.callancontemporary.com). John Henry: “Construc-
tivist Dialogue,” Through July 22nd.

CAROL ROBINSON GALLERY, 840 Napoleon Ave. at Maga-
zine (895-6130, www.carolrobinsongallery.net). Summer Group 
Exhibition, Through July 28th. 

COLE PRATT GALLERY, 3800 Magazine St.(891-6789, www.
coleprattgallery.com). Karen Stastny, “Nature Patterns” (Ab-
stract Paintings) Through June 30, 2018.

COLLINS DIBOLL ART GALLERY, Loyola University, (861-
5456, www.loyno.edu/dibollgallery/). Gary Metz. “Quaking As-
pen: A Lyric Complaint” (Landscape Photography). Through Oc-
tober.

CONTEMPORARY ARTS CENTER, 900 Camp St.  (210-0224, 
www.cacno.org). Open Call Exhibition: “Constructing the Break,” 
Presenting the works of 29 regional artists. August 4 - October 6, 
2018.

Margaret Evangeline: “Another Camellia Portal #2”. July 18 - August 25th, at Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans.



Robin Reynolds: New Orleans: Between Heaven and Hell [detail]. Colored pen-and-ink. At the Historic New Orleans Collection, through October 1 2018.

A preview of the exhibition ART OF THE CITY: POSTMODERN TO POST-KATRINA  which opens fall 2018 at the HNOC.
__________
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NEWCOMB ART MUSEUM, Tulane University.  (865-5328, 
newcombartgallery.tulane.edu). David Burns and Austin Young: 
“Empire,” (an Art Installation)  Through December 22, 2018. Dee 
Riggs “Three Rings 6’ Diameter” (Installation) July 24th 2017 - 
July 15th 2018.

NEW ORLEANS ART CENTER, 3330 St. Claude Ave.  (383-
4765, www.theneworleansartcenter.com).  "Expect Delight," a 
group exhibition, through July 31, 2018.

NEW ORLEANS MUSEUM OF ART, City Park.  (658-4100), 
www.noma.org). Paolo Veronese : “Veronese In Murano: Two 
Venetian Renaissance Masterpieces Restored” (1528 - 1588) on 
view through September 3rd 2018. Lee Friedlander: “Lee Fried-
lander In Louisiana” (photographs), on view through August 12th. 
Carlos Rolón: “Outside/In” (paintings), on view through August 
26th. “Personalities in Clay: American Studio Ceramics from the E. 
John Bullard Collection” on view through July 8th. “Orientalism: 
Taking And Making” on view through December 31st. “Changing 
Course: Reflections on New Orleans Histories” on view starting 
June 29th, 2018.

JONATHAN FERRARA GALLERY, 400a Julia St.  (522-5471, 
www.jonathanferraragallery.com), Richelle Gribble: “Anthro-
pocene” through July 14th. Jenny Day: “Our Shared Disaster” 
through July 14th. Margaret Evangeline: “Eight Love Letters, 
Heloise to Abelard” July 18-August 25, 2018. 22nd Annual No 
Dead Artists juried exhibition. August 29 - September 28, 2018.

LE MIEUX GALLERIES, 332 Julia St.  (522-5988, www.le-
mieuxgalleries.com), Marcy Lally: “Wild Wisdom”, June 2nd - 
July 28th, 2018.  “And Now for Something New” (Vol 1)  August 
4-September 22ndth, 2018. 

LONGUE VUE HOUSE AND GARDENS,  7 Bamboo Rd. (488-
5488, https://longuevue.com/events/).

LOUISIANA STATE MUSEUM CABILDO, 701 Chartres St. 
(568-6968, www.lsm.crt.state.la.us).

MARTINE CHAISSON GALLERY, 727 Camp St. (304-7942, 
www.martinechaissongallery.com). Pop Up Show 2018: Group 
Exhibition, through June 30th. Caroline Wright: “Backyard Love” 
August 4th-September 15th. 

Ann Hornback: Immersion, from "Expect Delight," a group exhibition at New Orleans Art Center, through 31 July 2018.
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OGDEN MUSEUM OF SOUTHERN ART, 925 Camp St. (539-
9600. www.ogdenmuseum.org). “Salazar: Portraits Of Influence 
In Spanish New Orleans, 1785 – 1802 Celebrating The New Orle-
ans Tricentennial” through September 2nd. “A Precise Vision: The 
Architectural Archival Watercolors Of Jim Blanchard Celebrating 
The New Orleans Tricentennial” on view through August 19. “The 
Whole Drum Will Sound: Women In Southern Abstraction”, until 
July 22, 2018.

OCTAVIA ART GALLERY, 454 Julia St.  (309-4249, www.oc-
taviaartgallery.com). Diana Greenberg: “Movement in Color” 
(abstract painting and works on paper) through July 6th. Pierre 
Bergian, Jeff Goldenberg, Grover Mouton, and Greta Van 
Campen: “Constructing Worlds: Intersections of Art and Archi-
tecture” through July 28th. Gil Bruvel, Jerry Cabrera, James 
Henderson, Bradley Kerl, Jeffrey Pitt, Mason Saltarrelli, Re-
gina Scully, Anne Senstad, Ken Tate, and Philemona William-
son: “10 Years 10 Artists,” August 4th- September 29th.

SOREN CHRISTENSEN GALLERY, 400 Julia St.  (569-9501, 
www.sorenchristensen.com).  Rose Thome Casterline: “Play-
date”, through June 30th. Rear Gallery:  Charlotte Terrell: “Fa-

miliar Places” & Recent Work by Evelyn Jordan, through June. 
July - August: Group Work. Melissa Herrington in September.

STELLA JONES GALLERY, Place St. Charles, 201 St. Charles 
Ave.  (568-9050, www.stellajonesgallery.com). Phyllis Stephens,  
through July 31st.  Lester Merriweather in August.  Evita Tezeno
 in September. 

STEVE MARTIN STUDIOS, 624 Julia St.  (566-1390, www.
stevemartinfineart.com).

THE FRONT, 4100 St Claude Ave.  (301-8654, www.nolafront.
org). NOMA Cart Event/The Front, through June 30th. Collab-
oration Exhibition with Little Berlin Collective: “Exchange”,   
through July 8th. .

UNO-ST. CLAUDE GALLERY, 2429 St. Claude Ave. (280-6410, 
www.finearts.uno.edu/gallery.html).     

 David Burns and Austin Young : “Empire” Installation view, at Newcomb Art Museum. Through December 22nd 
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Kasimu Harris, War on the Benighted #1, 2015, digital photography, 45 x 33 in., Image courtesy of the Artist
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