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Monica Zeringue: Leda and the Swan, 2013. Graphite on primed linen, 30” high.

Goddesses
BY TERRINGTON CALAS
Certain antecedent crafters of dream-states come to mind
— the Symbolist Odilon Redon, to be sure, and, to a degree, Gustave Moreau — but their efforts were devoted to dusky enigmas
and a self-conscious mysticism which, though often prepossessing, remains distant from what Zeringue does. Her work is less
enigmatic than “impossibly real.” Strange and cannily nuanced,
but accessible. She configures a dream world of grotesque conflations, but bolsters it with forceful messages and with a fluent classical style. Together they yield an anomalous realism. In her art,
for example, human-beast compounds seem almost natural. Her
contrivance feels uncontrived. Her mysticism feels like actuality.
In one piece, Zeringue’s take on Leda and the Swan, Leda
is voluptuous, but has a large bull’s head and a rather menacing stare.
She reaches out to the swan who seems simultaneously eager and
unnerved, possibly given to reconsideration. Does Leda’s gesture
signify a dare? What might have been a faintly comic scene strikes
you as numbingly serious. The old myth is serenely but efficiently
upturned. This is one of several drawings in which Zeringue balances idea, form, and underlying emotion in seamless rapport.
I noted the underlying emotion, but I hasten to empha-

MONICA ZERINGUE
Goddesses and Monsters
Jonathan Ferrara Gallery
New Orleans, LA
—

IN HER EARLIER depictions of young girls, ongoing selfportraits, Monica Zeringue devised an enchanted milieu. Perhaps the most suitable — and wonderfully implausible — milieu for images of children, the perpetual dreamers. And,
perhaps, it was suitable for the creator of those works, an artist
with a poetic propensity, a young woman whose art had long
intimated that she, too, was an inveterate dreamer of dreams.
Zeringue’s new series “Goddesses and Monsters,” recently at Jonathan Ferrara, confirms it. These are drawings
of a world apart, an ethereal, neo-symbolist arena where nude
figures — again self-portraits, now adult — act out small dramas. Based mostly on mythology and legend, the vignettes are
refashioned to startling effect via an allusive imagination. The
final constructs astound. In a word, they are hallucinatory, replete with irrational correlations and a tenor of sustained reverie.
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Monica Zeringue: Eagle Carrier, 2012. Graphite, 22" high.

size: this is surpassingly contained emotion. It is a grounding
element in this series, and a mitigating one. And it contributes
to the unexpected calm that pervades the entire exhibition. Zeringue’s mission might have led her elsewhere. She has taken on
the task, arguably, of profound self-exploration, and, by extension,
the task of reconciling personal longing with universal aspirations
— that is to say, the exigencies of the human trek. Simply put,
she is considering the inner trials of us all — questions of selfhood, adequacy, survival, contentment. Endless searching. Her
young nudes register as universal questers, somewhat related to
the metaphorical bathers of Poussin and Puvis and Cézanne. But
those classical figures have found their Arcadia. They populate
tensionless, untroubled realms—places that provide the viewer
with escape. In Zeringue’s world, there is no escape. There is,
instead, the specter of psychological truth unequivocally before
us, to be encountered. Her work is about that encounter. Too often, such a project engenders overheated aesthetics. (Think back

to the fear and loathing and frequent bombast of 1980s neo-expressionism.) In this instance, despite the weighty theme, we are
given quite the opposite: reined-in tensions, and, as I say, calm.
Another factor toward this overall mood is the recurring
setting. In key works, Zeringue’s young women, while symbolically pursuing the deep, illusive issues, are presented as solitary
figures in a near-wilderness. In this, the artist underscores the
vulnerability of solitude. As in reality, her fabricated human trek
is a lonely business. These are pictures marked by absences and
voids — empty spaces, strained action, mostly muted voices.
For example, Shewolf, crouching before a dead hare and a scant
background of a few leafless trees, glares silently at the viewer.
In Take Only What You Need, the nude woman, antler-adorned,
kneels face-down, on a white, capacious plane — a plane that feels
like blinding infinity. When you study such works, after a short
while, their calm-inducing design begins to exacerbate the sense of
aloneness, begins to blare it. The feeling soon verges on the abject.
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Monica Zeringue: Cloak, 2012. Graphite on primed linen, 22" high.

What persuades you of this even further is the implied
mental states of Zeringue’s “model,” the recurring self-portrait as
prototype. Patently, the artist has now become an actor, taking on
visages and postures that impel one episode after another. More
than the former schoolgirl pictures, “Goddesses” clearly warrants a range of attitudes. The model complies. I was especially
taken with the cogent facial expressions — the Eagle Carrier’s
apprehensive, scanning aspect; the fierce authority on the face in
Cloak. In every case, the features are the same. Even so, you see
credible transformations. Distinct characters for distinct episodes.
But, of course, the essential circumstance persists. These
various women, ultimately, are one woman. And these are moments in her journey, symbolic contingencies on an arid path
— a path of resistances. Each drawing situates her at the point
of braving one life-world resistance. You see her sensitively delineated — an almost fragile nude. Still, in this extended dream
state, she manages to project an unassailable resolve. You detect, possibly, a note of the religious, perhaps of her tracking a
benediction. In any case, her tenacity is palpable. And for the
viewer, her every contingency seems graspable, triggers recognition. You are urged toward the melancholy truths. Zeringue
has, with this protean self-image, rendered an Everywoman..

DESPITE THE SHEER force of content in “Goddesses and Monsters,” there is an equally enduring resonance in another aspect of
these drawings: Zeringue’s unique stylizing of form. It amounts
to a prolonged exercise in judicious abridgement. Again and
again, she submits “conclusive images,” each emblem-like, whose
strength is their very presence. The shapes and tones are so guardedly tended — and subtly idealized — that the final images compel on their own. Ineffably, they suggest something broadly valid,
something requisite. The result is a sort of objective profundity.
Consider the piece Threshold, a version of Cerberus as a female
nude. The three-headed “watchdog” is seen guarding a tree-formed
arch, but its squawking seems ritualistic, not ferocious. The whole
has been sleekly burnished and condensed to the point of spare
elegance. It looks like some non-specific yet perdurable cultural
sign. So does Cloak. So does Take Only What You Need. They succeed apart from the sphere of “meaning,” apart from story or pathos or mysticism. Their schemas alone can seize your attention.
In art history, examples of such formal potency are legion. A keenly relevant instance —also a forebear of Zeringue’s
work — is Seurat’s quasi-symbolist Une Baignade, the painting of
rapt (or idle) Parisians sitting at the river’s edge. The figures radiate the hieratic coolness one associates with Piero or with Egyptian
06

Monica Zeringue: Threshold, 2013. Graphite on primed linen, 22" high.

art; and their story, however provocative, is scarcely necessary.
Pictorial adroitness makes it unnecessary. Every element conveys nobility. The canvas transfixes on a purely objective level.
In Zeringue’s new series, this detached, exalted quality is amplified by her apportioning of space. Spatial syntax is
Zeringue’s forte. She understands the merit of restraint and
has an unfailing instinct for placement. In our region, few artists are so painstaking in wielding pictorial factors —creating
classic triangles within every format and thereby channeling an
unadorned lucidity. Eagle Carrier offers three such triangles—
one as positive space, two as negative. It conjures the timeless
rightness of ancient motifs. Though structurally asymmetrical,
the work is a model of formal rigor. (Seeing a piece like this,
one might posit Zeringue’s art as temperamentally abstract.)
Such studied composition, glanced quickly, can mask as
Cartesian-tidy balance — too perfectly anchored, too severe. But
Zeringue shrewdly counters this. Her rigor is actually an underpinning. Upon it, she builds disarmingly gentle forms — nudes
enunciated with a baroque, cambering line and almost diffident

modeling. The modeling is all nuance. Seldom have I seen so
much effect from closely-blended pale greys. The consequence
is an Ingres-like suavity, quiet and barely mannered. Yet mannered just enough to humanize a tightly methodical structure.
Ultimately, it is the singularity of these nude figures
that sustains our interest. They are the result of masterful, perhaps obsessive style. And what gives life to style is dissonance
— pondered measures of dissonance. In “Goddesses and Monsters,” you see a prototype taken beyond itself. Zeringue conceives a nude of grace and striking concision, and she places it in
the service of heavy psychic concerns. It acquires, in the course
of things, levels of grotesqueness, each metaphorically reflective
of a human crisis. But then she transforms it—discreetly. The
“monster” is favored with the garnish of refined technique and
with a design that suggests timeless culture. It is thus beautified. Still, it remains a jolt — a portrait-specific prototype that is
also classical. And you sense from it a tragic reach of feeling. q
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Douglas Brewster: Ace of Hearts. Mixed media. Barrister’s Gallery.

Douglas Brewster’s Narratives
BY KATHY RODRIGUEZ
open-heart surgery. The latter event informs the greatest number
of images included in the show, though Brewster also exhibited
several years worth of work. That kind of exhibition befits the
mission of the pop-up – to exhibit work that would not necessarily enjoy publicity, despite its overall quality. Brewster’s work is
surprisingly personal and intimate, rough yet gentle, much like the
recent events that have punctuated his biography.
When I arrived at the gallery on a Sunday afternoon, the
curator and director of the space, Andy Antippas, apologized for
temporarily removing the work. It sat in the corner of the pop-up
as Antippas’ painter worked around the larger part of the gallery,
whitewashing walls in preparation for the next show. However,
he kindly brought out the cut panels, framed collages, textured
drawings, and delicately tinted paintings for me, and I squatted on
the floor peering into their surfaces. Much like Brewster’s work in
this exhibit conveys an autobiographical intimacy, I was subject to
an intimate vantage point with it. It seemed appropriate.
Brewster said he is more influenced by text than visual art,
and so there is a strong narrative element in his work. Sometimes

DOUGLAS BREWSTER
Barrister’s Gallery
New Orleans, LA
_

FOR THE PAST year or so, Barrister’s Gallery has shown work
by artists whose art fits the spirit of the gallery, if not its overall
space, in a “pop-up” relegated to a corner. Doug Brewster, an
artist now based in Covington, recently exhibited a selection of
small-scale paintings and drawings titled “Small Concerns” in the
pop-up space. This dozen square feet or so couldn’t handle more
than the dozen or so little works. Despite their small scale, when
combined with furniture and other paintings cramped into this
somewhat dark corner behind the front door, the overall presentation became overwhelming. So is the content of Brewster’s work.
In the past year, Brewster and his wife, artist Hasmig
Vartanian, have lived with his Armenian mother-in-law, purchased
an additional space to house Vartanian’s studio, and survived his
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Douglas Brewster: Melt Your Cold Cold Heart. Mixed media on wood. Barrister’s Gallery.

the narrative is satirical, sometimes political, sometimes about contemporary history. But, it is always from Brewster’s personal and
singular viewpoint.
The work most removed from his personal experience depicts the trail of debris left by the Columbia space shuttle disaster.
This work is a smaller version of a larger piece Brewster exhibited
at Universal Furniture during Prospect 1, but its presence is no less
powerful. One charred hand reaches toward the state of Louisiana,
outlined in black. The arm attached to it is a crusty streak of fiery
orange, yellow and red, dashed with a broken line marking the trail.
Though Brewster was in the same position as everyone else, horrified by the carnage and mournful for the loss of human life, his own

sense of despair and sublime terror is strikingly palpable in the
texture, color, and various iterations of the work.
Three shaped works represent figures whose parts Brewster dissected and manipulated with appropriated imagery. One
of the most endearing shows Hank Williams’ face, repeated on his
head and in an icy blue heart. As Williams wails in the lyrics to
the song “Melt Your Cold Cold Heart,” Brewster has attempted
to melt this frozen organ with glowing red and orange flames at
the base of the figure. It could simply represent a hopeful remedy
for the despair Williams relates in the song. But, it is difficult to
refrain from interpreting this as a kind of funerary hymn or poem
mourning the loss of Brewster’s heart’s valve.
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Douglas Brewster: Queen of Hearts. Mixed media. Barrister’s Gallery.

sadness. Whether or not the practice of pig-valving human hearts
has been in practice for twenty years, who really knew our bodies
are so replaceable?
One of the strongest series of works appropriates playing
card imagery, and combines the Jack, the Queen, or the King of
the various suits with other elements that inevitably form a kind of
narrative. The clearest autobiographical piece in this series shows
an Orwellian pig-man, the Tin Man from the Wizard of Oz, and a
skeleton emerging from a heart’s various vessels. The content of
the pig is by this point obvious. The Tin Man, who yearns for a
heart, peers plaintively from the top of the aorta imprisoning him.
He is stuck, like a clot, consumed by the object he desires most.
Next to him, the skeleton flails its arms like a triumphant salute to
the artist or the viewer. Brewster has cheated death.
Though he contends he is more influenced by economic,
poetic verse, Brewster’s work does fall within a larger art historical
context comprised of artists who consider mortality. From images
of the plague to Damien Hirst’s diamond encrusted skull, artists
have been infinitely inspired by our human vulnerability and eventual decay. Brewster’s treatment of the topic is far more personally
investigative, and it is precisely this that imbues his imagery with
the most strength. His work is honest and intimate and maintains
its legibility. Next time, he deserves more exhibition space. q

Brewster’s own portrait appears in The Pig and I, one of
the largest works in the exhibit. Brewster’s bearded face stretches
horizontally across the bottom of the composition, recumbent before the terrifying visage of a demonic pig. The pig’s boar-like
teeth jut viciously from his red, scribbled maw, frozen open in the
climactic moment before it tears into Brewster’s head below. In the
composition, Brewster pushed its nose and crusty black eyes into
the void of its skull. It stares blankly towards the left, unable to
control its bloodlust, except that Brewster has frozen this moment
in time. Stylistically and formally, it matches a work called Louis’
Teeth, a portrait of a man Brewster knew while working construction on oil rigs. Louis’ open mouth defined his identity. The pig’s
open mouth conveys a terrifying rage – perhaps this monster’s key
personality trait.
Pig imagery recurs in several of the works, and it seems to
be related to Brewster’s experience in surgery. According to some
brief online research, pig valves have been used as valve replacements in open-heart surgeries for a few decades. In Brewster’s
work, the pig not only looms over his supine form, but also appears
as a stamp over a heart in Shop the Pig, another shaped figurative piece. The phrase “Shop the Pig/Piggly Wiggly” in this work
suggests the ubiquitous availability of even our most inner parts.
Brewster’s sense of humor is evident, but the image is marked with
10

Tattings & Tessellations
BY KARL F. VOLKMAR
becomes clearer on closer inspection. Only then may one notice
that the artist has cut away the interstitial areas creating a relief
effect such that the slightest unevenness in lighting creates subtle
shadows and realizes that the whiteness one sees is in fact the surface against which the work is placed. After an extended period of
looking one may experience an effect as if mesmerized reminiscent of a Rothko, an effect resulting in part from retinal fatigue due
to the attention demanded by the intricate character of the design
as if one were being lulled into an altered state of consciousness.
The more recent circular designs - Don Antonio, Fragancia, and Sun Ray Stub -on the smaller scale of forty-seven
inches square, are like intricately tatted laces. Even though more
densely complex than Bueno de Portero, the limited range of
low key, medium values allows for clear delineation of shapes
and patterns like fabulous snowflakes or the view upwards into
elaborately designed mihrab or flamboyante vaulting. The effect is a more readable definition of the various subcomponents of the design, a more clearly articulated geometry, and an
awareness of the repetition of modular motifs as the complexity of the design expands outwards from center to periphery.
The simultaneous evolution towards more complex dynamic and clarity of design realized through the use of different
colors and patterns within an overall asymmetry is seen in the
comparison between works like Fine Vieille from 2011 and Radial
Forms Four #3 from 2012. Each is composed of four radial shapes
arranged on a patterned ground. The rigorous geometry of the four
shapes in Fine Vieille, each of which could have been the basic
design for an independent work like the preceding, the dynamic of
the ground pattern, and how each shape interacts with the patterned
ground and in relation to each other is the cause optical effects that
disrupt the integrity of the plane. In the later Radial Forms the two
shape objects in the bottom row are asymmetrical within themselves. The patterned ground within/on which they are set seems as
if distorted by the visual forces of the four radial shape objects like
rocks deflecting the flow of a stream or the gravitational pull of a
planet the flow of light from the sun. The different effect is due to a
freer use of labels as materials in which their integrity as objects is
subordinated to the needs of design rather than defining the design.
Other works from 2011 provide an extended overview
of the artist’s ability to work with different approaches simulta-

TROY DUGAS
The Shape of Relics
Arthur Roger Gallery
New Orleans, LA
_

THE SHAPE OF Relics, presenting new work by artist Troy
Dugas, provides a fascinating, intriguing, and interesting experience for viewers familiar and new to the artist’s work. Those
for whom the artist’s work is new will have the delightful experience of exploring their way through the intricately patterned iterations of these a-mazing tesselations for the first time. Those
in the know, already familiar with the artist’s earlier work, will
have the satisfaction of the insider witnessing the evolution of
earlier themes into new variations of recursive patterns. Of interest to both will be the artist’s radical essays into the new subjects
of portraits and still lives with their historical and representational references and new ways of working with materials. New
expressions of the intricately patterned mandala idea focuses
one’s attention away from peripheral distractions and into the
minutiae of their making, into meditation on visual pattern and
movement as the eye becomes involved in deciphering the complex interrelationships among patterns, rhythms, and repetitions.
One place to begin one’s exploration of what is new is
to begin with the beautifully situated, earlier (2009) Bueno de
Portero, a large, seventy-two inches in diameter work of intricate interlace design suspended like an apparition in a vision in
a cloud of light in the small rear gallery. From a distance contour
rivalries among adjacent and overlapping recognizable shapes and
patterns vie for the viewer’s attention in her search for clarity in
what may at first seem chaotic. Just as one shape or pattern is discerned only to dissolve into seemingly indecipherable complexity
other shapes and patterns emerge from the field in an continuing
dynamic of figure ground reversals and reversals and reversals.
One is drawn ever closer in the search for understanding only to become enrapt in tracing the making of the work.
The nature of the material used to weave the lines of the design,
the repetitive use of which inures the eye to their shape as the
unique is overwhelmed by the intricacy of the design and its shifting foci, reveals itself as the characteristic shape of cigar bands
11

Troy Dugas: Bueno de Portero, 2009. Cigar bands on cut paper, 72” high. Finesilver Gallery.

that creates patterns much as a gestural painter creates an active
surface, one might think of Van Gogh, suggesting a more intuitive development of the design as the work evolves rather than
being preplanned. This painterly quality creates rhythms within
rhythms resulting in the deflection of the ground pattern as the
normal line of the artist’s hand in its creation and the viewer’s
gaze in its perception moves across the surface of the design.
Only in hindsight do these variations and differences
prepare one for the startling still lives and portrait that represent a new direction in Dugas’ work. The proportions of the still
lives, fifty by thirty-eight inches, appropriate for the subject matter, are different from the artist’s earlier radial and tetra symmetries and circular and square formats. So too with the portraits
for, although the wood panels are square, the heads as too the
still lives are oriented with respect to the gravitational pull of
the earth with the concomitant multidimensional orientations of
up and down, left and right, and forward and back orientations.
Of interest when making art that references the world of
appearances is how the artist achieves balance between representation and abstraction and where on the continuum between nonrepresentation and nature itself the artist positions his work. In this
light Still Life #1 may be a transitional work in which the artist
experiments with new possibilities. The fluid character of line, the
regularity of the mandalic medallion drawings in the background,
and the leaf-like shapes are all elements that can be found individually in many of the works referred to above. But in the still life the
artist deals with the problem of natural forms rather than non-representational design. These seed elements like the individual proteins and genes in a DNA molecule are recombined to provide the
flexibility required to give the impression of fluid organic form.
Influenced by the work of Matisse and perhaps Dufy,
Dugas incorporates sketches from the artist’s sketchbook,
designs that otherwise may have become one of the large label

neously. Salmon Decagon, measuring sixty by sixty inches, is an
unusual ten-sided design, in which shapes are differentiated by
pattern rather than contour lines. The effect is to create a pulsing
dynamic of general expansion counterbalanced by the central area
where outlined shapes seem as if they are moving towards the center. Big Muddy Red is a large seventy-five by seventy-five inches
work in which shape rather than line creates visual currents of
movement not unlike a crazy quilt through an equilibrium among
centrifugal and centripetal and circumferential visual forces.
The Saint Jerome theme of earlier work continues in St.
Jerome #4, St. Jerome’s Castle, and St Jerome #5. The latter two,
dating from 2013, are on a much smaller scale, thirty-six by thirtysix inches, vis-à-vis the earlier sixty inches square interweave designs. The carefully planned patterns are like imaginative ground
plans for fantastic chateaux along the Loire or in the backgrounds
of the illuminations for the Very Rich Hours of Jean, Duke of Berry,
or monasteries suitable for the intrigues in an Umberto Eco novel.
Astral Gears is a unique experiment in which circular
rhythms of seven, fourteen, and twenty-one interacting with each
other within a square format are countered by intricate variations
of three/six in the center and sixteen around the perimeter, the
varying ratios creating an explicit if subtle dynamic visual experience. The illusionistic volumes of the circumferential units suggest the influence of Roman-inspired decorative patterns found on
medieval floors and on the ceilings of ecclesiastical architecture in
Ravenna. From a distance, the blue interstices in the central area
create evoke the sky. The rigorous tetra symmetry of Jewel Pride
with its precise delineation and differentiation is like the view into
or a Byzantine monastery church or a Baroque Borromini dome.
The large Rye Whiskey Blue represents another effect with its close harmonies of blue and blue green and a
deeper blue. The rotational and radial tendencies of the composition result from the juxtaposition of shreds of labels in a way
12

Troy Dugas: Rye Whiskey Blue, 2012. Vintage labels mounted to paper, 72” high. Arthur Roger Gallery.

mosaics, to populate the background like chakras of inspiration. A
curvilinear serpentine line that befits the organic nature of the subject and the newness of the idea, hinted at in the distorted fields and
asymmetries of Radial Forms Four #3 and Rye Whiskey Blue, suggests that the artist might have had to shift towards representation in
order to develop in the new tendency, i.e., a movement from non-representation to abstraction that mirrored that from representation to
abstraction to non-representation in the development of modern art.
Still Life #2 and Still Life El Mezzo involves a new method of working in which shapes are cut from earlier non-representational patterned works by the artist. Although first glance suggests
a technique of pasting individual pieces one by one, close inspection reveals the truth, an amusing methodical pun on the artist’s
unique process. The artist’s art provides the ‘raw’ material for the
artist’s art. This new pattern sense has affinities with the art of
artists like Vuillard and the early Bonnard who called themselves
the Nabis as well as Matisse and early experiments with collage.
Like the still lives, the portraits - Fayum Clos du Calvaire, Fayum Blue, Fayum Prince, Fayum Leaf Hair - presented
their own problems that needed to be resolved. Inspired by the
encaustic portraits from the burial grounds at Fayum in Egypt,
dating from the Roman occupation, the lifelike naturalism of
the faces of the deceased was a source of fascination different
in kind from the mandalic meditations. Guided by an intuitive
sense of design that echoes the early Matisse in paintings like Ma-

dame Matisse and Woman with a Green Stripe, Dugas re-represents the planes of naturalistic verisimilitude as areas of pattern.
Patterns as parts of larger patterns and patterns of patterns
simulate the relative values of the naturalistic modeling of the encaustics. Pattern vis-à-vis pattern simulates contour lines. The
artist’s deft arrangements create a situation in which shape challenges shape, shape qua shape vies with representation, and design
competes with illusion in a way that may have more in common
with elaborately tattooed Marquesans or the generalized planes
of the Byzantine transformation of Greco-Roman naturalism.
The viewer finds oneself caught up in the web of visual
rhythms, assertive planes that subvert the pictorial much as the
iteration of promotional material numbs awareness, and the dissolution of representational into non-representational and purely formal design relationships. It is interesting to consider how
the experience of the works changes from that of the maker to
that of the visual consumer. In the making the work lies horizontally as the artist works standing over and looking down.
The viewer sees what the artist sees equidistantly hanging on
a wall as a visual not tactile experience with an up and a down
orientation. How might this affect the nature of the experience of these works whether mandalas or still lives or portraits?
q
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Ralph Eugene Meatyard: Romance (N) From Ambrose Bierce #3, 1962.

Disguise
BY TERRINGTON CALAS

scrutiny; from the primitivist editing of shape to expressionism’s
emotional distortions. In every instance, the face became something reconfigured, often hyperbolic, a mask. (And, of course, after these, this: the ultimate mask of abstraction.)
These modern era manipulations of the human form are
largely the theoretical background of what one sees in “Brilliant
Disguise.” But the exhibition, drawn from the collection of the
New Orleans Museum of Art, is a testament to the abiding natural
impulse for camouflage. As curator Miranda Lash noted, “Masks
and disguise provide an excellent opportunity to think about how
we define or ‘perform’ who we are.”
The show is a rich amalgam, with notably strong pieces
by John Graham, Jim Nutt, Ralph Eugene Meatyard, Yasumasa
Morimura, Cindy Sherman, and Lorna Simpson. I was especially
enthusiastic to consider Graham and Meatyard, two woefully underappreciated figures in American art.

BRILLIANT DISGUISE: MASKS AND OTHER TRANSFORMATIONS
An Exhibition in Partneship with the New Orleans Museum of Art
Comtemporary Arts Center
New Orleans, LA
_

“BRILLIANT DISGUISE: MASKS and Other Transformations,”
recently at the Contemporary Arts Center, was, for me, the most
satisfying exhibition of the New Orleans art season. In part, this is
because of my long-held fascination with the way modernist art, in
its formative decades, systematically transformed the human face,
more and more, into the “condition of mask.” Since the Impressionists’ form-compromising light, artists might be said to have
had their way with the human image. Essentially, reinventing it.
This is obvious in the early modern milestones: from the mathematized fragmenting in Seurat and Cézanne to Cubism’s tireless
14

John Graham: Self-portrait as Harlequin, 1944. O/C.

EUGENE MEATYARD (1927-1972) subverted the family snapshot. His brooding, tenebrous photographs represent a complete
rethinking of those banal, flash-lit groupings of kids and cousins
smiling out from myriad events. Like the conventional family
snapshot, his pictures often portray children conspicuously posed
before the camera. But there is a clear distinction. His subjects did
not merely pose. Their every gesture was strategized. Meatyard
stage-managed his shots: fastidious structuring of pictorial space,
sternly restrained lighting — the countless blacks and near-blacks
— and, most important, recurring props.
Chief among the props was a collection of ghoulish dimestore masks. With these, especially, Meatyard succeeded in transforming the mundane into an evocative photographic theatre. His
photographs are like a melodrama with stilled actors whose masks
are there to supply the requisite histrionics. But, of course, there
really are no histrionics. No narrative, no meaningful action. The
masks confer only a tone of melodrama, of some indefinable horror. Meatyard’s meaning is imparted by implication. In Romance
(N.) From Ambrose Bierce #3 (1962), four masked kids are seated
on numbered bleacher steps. They sit in a fearful darkness, but
their laid-back poses and the sports arena setting suggest a quotid-

ian normalcy. This clash of moods might, in a routine snapshot,
seem inadvertent and trivial. But Meatyard’s staging raises it to a
level of gripping enigma. You sense an appalling urgency, but it
cannot be determined.
Enigma suffuses Meatyard’s art. And it seems intentional. His employ of inscrutable images — self-cancelling images
— forces you to see the mask not as part of a discernible anecdote, but as a marker of larger human meaning. A mask obliterates personality, nullifies sentiment; chiefly it distances us from the
individual. There are times, however, when it can universalize. It
happens here. The youngsters in Romance, it might seem, are just
kids in camouflage, game-playing. But, in this plotted milieu, they
register as a single concept in four guises. They become all children. And more than that: they return us, the viewer, to childhood.
Unavoidably, these monster-faced sitters reflect us.
And they submit fantasy. A world of pretense and gameplaying — a child’s world that signifies freedom, innocence and,
crucially, blithe optimism. Like all of Meatyard’s mask pictures,
Romance offers fantasy as a means of taunting reality. His masks
are horrific. They conjure peril or some dreaded otherness. There
is surely no better symbol for childhood fears. And certainly the
15

Jim Nutt: Sliding, Slowly, Softly, 1972. A/C, 50.5” high.

essential tone of this piece, verging on the ghostly, is enough
to suggest “otherness.” Still, a certain insouciance in the kids’
demeanor – clearly directed by the artist – says something else:
blithe defiance.
In this salute to the easy solutions – or unwitting pluck
– of youth, Meatyard proposes our own rethinking of everyday
calamities, or even the greater ones.

times, it is a question of embellished, mask-like faces; at others,
the mystery of masks themselves.
Those works seem obsessively about mystery itself. He
had professed a propensity for an art without readable meaning, for
an art that might “re-establish a lost contact with the unconscious.”
And yet, his portraits often appear to make allusive leaps. SelfPortrait as Harlequin exploits the emotional power of a masked
face; in this instance, that the mask might be employed to hearten
the wearer and thus conceal vulnerability. One sees Graham’s
pale, exhausted eyes staring relentlessly, yet demonstrably without
a specific focus. They virtually speak of a battle lost, and possibly
of resignation. And the choice of this context — a harlequin’s semblance, with its aggressive, theatrical color — amplifies the effect.
A further point has to do with self-portraiture and the deliberate, sustained creation of enigmatic imagery. One senses the
artist’s own philosophical resignation, facing the unknowable —
this, and a certain spiritual preoccupation. Graham’s thoughts on
this: “The value of the strange and the absurd lies in their suggestion of a possible unknown, supernatural, life eternal. For enigma
is only a symbol of deity . . ..” For him, the mask, as well as other
camouflaging pictorial conceits, was a means of expressing psychic doubt and wonder. A mask, by its mutability, suggests irresolution and perhaps a certain frailty. Or, at least, it does in Graham’s
work. His avowed campaign to create enigma is tantamount to
confronting the supernatural — and feeling puerilely daunted. As
a valued mentor once suggested to me, Graham’s poignant faces
might serve well as illustrations for Poe’s The Masque of the Red
Death.
q

JOHN GRAHAM (1881-1961), a New York School legend, was
for several years branded as an avant-garde defector, having abandoned abstraction at a crucial moment in American art history. In
“Brilliant Disguise,” he looks remarkably strong. And perfectly
at home in the company of Sherman and Morimura and the others.
His Self-Portrait as Harlequin (1944) exemplifies the signature
style of his last twenty years, a style that shares the sense of figurative pastiche so familiar in recent American art. For us now, there
is nothing really odd about his hovering surrealist tone combined
with improbable evocations of Picasso and Ingres and Raphael.
In the 1930s, Graham was a much-admired abstractionist and a prophetic theorist; and, famously, he became a pivotal
influence on Arshile Gorky, Jackson Pollock and Willem de Kooning. Despite all this, he did indeed defect. He renounced abstract
art and began a series of paintings and drawings, chiefly portraits
— all eccentrically entwined with classicism and tinctured with a
haunting otherworldliness. These are the most compelling works
in his oeuvre, and they make his name today.
Two recurring motifs dominate: the well-known, quirkyeyed brunette sirens and Graham’s inimitable self-portraiture. And
in both, he invariably touched on the mysteries of camouflage. At
16

Hollingsworth
BY KATE BRUCE
It’s difficult to narrow Hollingsworth’s strongest works
in the show. Every room yields a discovery, a theme and approach
to the canvas that is slightly different than the work on the previous wall. He completed numerous portraits of himself, such as
the graphite drawing Self-Portrait, 1943, which shows a pensive
looking Hollingsworth. Another, completed that same year, SelfPortrait, oil on canvas, shows a content looking Hollingsworth
appearing before framed paintings of his father and son. One of
the strongest paintings in the show that includes the artist in the
composition is Family at Mealtime, 1943. With his back slightly
angled toward the viewer, he sits at the table with his father, William, Sr. This oil on canvas, thick with impasto in certain areas, is
based on a preparatory drawing in which Hollingsworth wanted to
depict “a family at meal—wartime…” While his drawing included
his entire family, only he and his father are painted in this intimate
and comfortable setting. These particular paintings linger with the
viewer.
World War II played a pivotal role in Hollingsworth’s
life. In 1942, he enrolled in the US Navy but soon after was released because of poor eyesight. He felt a deep connection to the
events that surrounded the war, and completed a series of paintings
titled The Sound and the Fury. Two paintings relating to wartime
that are thought-provoking are The Alert, 1942, and an untitled
watercolor, completed that same year. In both compositions, figures look up at the sky in angst, and Hollingsworth conveys to the
viewer on the fear and anxiety many must have felt during this tumultuous time. He was among the many artists, like Thomas Hart
Benton, who was associated with the Works Progress Administration (WPA). Hollingsworth submitted two murals that are included
in the exhibit, as entries for a post-office design competition in
1939, though his were not selected. They are comparable in style
to Benton’s regionalist landscapes, as is his painting Let’s Go!,
which depicts three figures wrangling a bull on an empty country
road.
Hollingsworth painted his surroundings, from rural
scenes of Mississippi, to downtown Jackson in the 1940’s, like
The New Capitol, 1943. His rural scenes evolved from sketches
completed while on road trips taken in his father’s Dodge. As the
curator of the show notes, his “landscapes are among his most poetic pieces…” Country scenes such as That Place incorporate rich
earth tones that appear in many of his landscapes. His painting,
The Countryman, 1941, draws the viewer in again through the rich

WILLIAM R. HOLLINGSWORTH, JR.
To Paint and Pray
Ogden Museum of Southern Art
New Orleans, LA
—

THERE ARE CERTAIN exhibits that ignite an internal spark and
evoke a personal interest and desire to learn more about an accomplished artist and the work being viewed. To Paint and Pray: The
Art and Life of William R. Hollingsworth, Jr. is such an exhibit.
On view at the Ogden Museum of Southern Art, this all-encompassing retrospective was organized by the Mississippi Museum
of Art and is on display until July 14, 2013.
William R. Hollingsworth, Jr. (1910-44) was born in and
lived the majority of his life in Jackson, Mississippi. He studied at
the University of Mississippi in 1928, and beginning in 1930 received training at the Art Institute of Chicago. Hollingsworth, with
his wife Jane, whom he met while in Chicago, returned to Jackson
in 1934. Here, he worked as an artist and was employed by the
Federal Emergency Relief Administration until 1939. In 1941, he
established the art department at Millsaps College. He was awarded numerous prizes and awards for his artwork, and exhibited both
locally and nationally until his suicide in 1944. He frequently exhibited in the company of notable artists like regionalist Thomas
Hart Benton, to whom select works of his have been compared.
The exhibit traces both Hollingsworth’s personal life and
professional career, and includes oil paintings, watercolors, lithographs, and sketches depicting landscapes, cityscapes, and figural
compositions. The exhibit features items from the holdings of the
Mississippi Museum of Art’s extensive collection of his work,
which was given as a bequest to the Museum in 1987 by his wife
Jane, as well as other museums and private collectors. The text
panels that accompany the exhibit provide important contextual
information, from personal quotes by Hollingsworth, to reviews
from noted critics, and reflections from friends like fellow Jackson native Eudora Welty. Hollingsworth’s work captures a unique
period in America, and provides insight into this particular time
in America’s history. He was moved by national and international
events such as the Great Depression, World War II, and segregation in the South, and these sentiments are revealed in many of his
works. His poignant images of his family-his wife Jane and his
son Billy, resonate with the viewer.
17

Williams Hollingsworth: Old Canton Road. Watercolors. Ogden Museum of Southern Art.
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William Hollingsworth: Elevator, Tower Building. Watercolors. Ogden Museum of Southern Art.

colors and compelling compositional arrangement that depicts a
man reading the paper on an autumn morning. A lively preparatory
sketch from Hollingsworth is displayed next to the finished canvas, and quotes from the artist regarding these two works appear
in accompanying text labels. These sketches, sometime called “annotated” by the artist, along with his quotes, allow for a cohesive
understanding of the artist’s goals.
He frequently depicted the African-American community,
in particular residents of the Farish Street neighborhood in Jackson, Mississippi. These compositions are some of the strongest in
the exhibition, notably his oil painting Ah, the Mystery of a Southern Night, 1944. As in his image Farish Street Maid, Hollingsworth’s use of perspective captures the viewer’s attention. Tall,
angular buildings appear in this nighttime scene, with various storylines featured within the frame. In the foreground, a group gathers, and are illuminated by a bright light bulb, while two figures in
the background walk under the moonlight. It is indeed mysterious.
His watercolor It was Cloudy When Evalina Married, 1943, was
inspired from his attendance of an African-American wedding a
few years earlier, and depicts a group of men and women gathered

in a semi-circle to celebrate the nuptials that are taking place on the
front porch of someone’s home.
Family is a recurring theme in much of Hollingsworth’s
work. The Mississippi Museum of Art has over 250 of his works in
their collection. Over 100 of those are images of the artist’s family.
Sketches, finished paintings, and watercolors of his father William,
wife Jane, son Billy, and their dog “Boy” appear throughout the
exhibit. These are touching portraits, especially those of his son
Billy, as in Billy and Boy, 1942. Bright blocks of color are painted
onto the canvas in this portrait of Billy with his terrier, as well as
in the painting Jane and Bill, 1944. These poignant images are a
reminder of an artist gone too soon.
This exhibit showcases Hollingsworth’s immeasurable
talent, for his imagery resonates with the viewer long after leaving the Ogden Museum. The show has an accompanying catalog
with essays that expand upon Hollingsworth’s life and career. He
draws the viewer in with beautifully rendered compositions such
as Elevator, Tower Building, circa 1935. We see the world in which
Hollingsworth lived.
q
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Altar-natives Readings
BY KARL F. VOLKMAR
one grappa, a distinctly Italian drink? And the woman on the left,
the gesture of her right hand could be after covering her eyes for
the lighting of candles. If there were any candles to light! Perhaps
the mound of fruit and vegetables and luscious looking desserts
were intended for some arcane form of oneg? After all, the two
women with scarves covering their heads could have been characters inspired by Fiddler on the Roof for in a conversation with the
artist he mentioned that he had seen a performance of the play.
Even if one simply accepts Sabbath as a general reference to a day of rest, which was the literal meaning of the word,
that could apply to Jewish, Christian, or even secular calendars, a
distinct meaning is elusive. The allusions are many with no easy,
readily accessible reading. Adjectives that come to mind are words
like quirky, peculiar, odd, unusual, unexpected, curious et cetera,
words that are quite apropos an idiosyncratic work that seems to
defy reason. But reason there must be for, to paraphrase Pascal,
reason knows not the reasons of art. There is an obsessive as well
as deliberate quality to Guarisco’s work such that excess seems
normal both in terms of the multitude of things included in the
work and a heavily worked medium that distorts itself.
The religious connotations of the titles suggest a decipherable iconographic plan but for that one will search in vain.
Like a scavenger hunt without a list of things to look for or hidden
pictures without a list of names of what is hidden or a comparison
between similar pictures with the goal of finding x amount of differences between the two. The clues are the titles but they only
serve to complicate. Irreconcilability can be great fun, and enlightening too. The process is like trying to understand the delightful
absurdities and incongruities in The Garden of Earthly Delights
or one of Brueghel’s composite allegories. Even a touch of dark
humor, a sense of mystery, bordering on caricature, subtle digs
at social pretentions may reveal the darker side of what it means
to be human that underlies and subverts the noblest ideals. Think
Goya’s paintings from Quinta del Sordo or los Caprichos, or Netherlandish still lives.

CHRIS GUARISCO
Upon an Altar
Le Mieux Gallery
New Orleans, LA
_

WHAT AN ODD assortment are the works of artist Chris Guarisco at Le Mieux Gallery! Glistening irregularly undulating surfaces and knots and ropes and beads of pigment can make it difficult
to discern details of construction or description unless one views
from askance. Somewhat familiar characters seem appropriated
from non-readily recognizable popular sources. Caricatures that
may or may not be social innuendo, ethnic and racial allusions as
cultural critique, archetypal images and ironic juxtapositions that
might give offense to some and enlightenment to others are presented with a tongue in cheek irony or maybe just tongue in cheek.
Titles hint at the artist’s intentions only for viewers to be thwarted
in their search for consistent, single-minded meaning. And that
is part of the fun. Words and images are like nodes in a network
of associations that lead one in multiple seemingly unrelated directions like the results of an internet search. Viewing Guarisco’s
works is a process of discovering a small detail here, a light bulb
of understanding there, then stepping back to see how it fits into
the whole, a multifarious compendium of emblematic references
as opaque to understanding as disguised symbolism in a late medieval painting with their multiple layers of meanings for circumcised and uncircumcised eyes.
I mean, where is the Sabbath part in Sabbath Prayers?
My first reaction after reading the title was to look for specific details related to Jewish ritual Shabbat practice. But I could find no
candles or challah or Kiddush cups for blessing the wine. And isn’t
that a ham under the left arm of the woman on the left? And large
wheels of cheese? How treif! Wait a minute, no, a second. Maybe
that is what the two cups just to the left of the ham allude to? Are
they between two bottles of wine? Are they are both wine, or is
20

Chris Guarisco: Burnt Offerings, 2013. Mixed media. Le Mieux Galleries.
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Chris Guarisco: St. Joseph in Dreads, 2013. Mixed media. Photo by Jason Kruppa.

carpenter husband of Mary, as virginal as she, who fulfilled the role
of father to someone else’s son, is honored by gifts from Mother
Nature and the products of the stereotypically women’s role in the
kitchen as cook for the family as if St. Joseph were a fertility figure
or pagan deity.
The psychedelic character of Study for St. Joseph in
Dreads might lead one to think the artist’s imagination had been
whetted in the nineteen sixties for the style is rather like that of
the posters and album covers for groups like the 13th Floor Elevators or the erstwhile Beatle’s favorite Peter Max. The serpentine
Medusa-like hair is decorated with what could be red and yellow
Mardi Gras beads. The echoing yellowish green and light blue
amoebic flame-like clouds have affinities with the hardening of
form as Byzantine evolved from Greco-Roman naturalism that
lingered in the stiff meringues of del Castagno’s David and Goliath shield. A rustic structure like a booth at a country village fair
frames the figures like a niche. There are not one, not two, but
three platters of oysters, that delicious seafood believed by some
to have aphrodisiac properties and edible on Fridays and during
Lent for strictly Cosher [sic] Catholics. The smiling child holds
up a stringer of fish with pride, reminding one that the Greek word
for fish, icthyos was used by early Christians as a secret Christian
symbol. The composition is centered on a central axis defined by
a bottle of wine, a plate of hot pancakes with melting butter, two
large fish in front of the gable, and a large dessert (an ice cream
sundae, strawberry (from Ponchatoula or Independence) shortcake

Burnt Offerings is a mixed media on canvas piece with
a mound of cheeses, fish, a lamb with a head rather like a hare,
shapes that could be croissants or grubs, bagels or doughnuts, a
Christmas tree, layered tortes and potatoes, a plate of latkes, and
ambiguous layered confections. What does it all mean? Is the artist
poking fun at the sensuous overload of many traditional spiritual
celebrations? The aggregation of oysters, cheeses, and lamb, of viands galore, offers an orgy of eating quite stereotypically pagan in
character. All presided over by ghostly apparitions appearing like
phantoms out of a palpable darkness, a macabre wait staff directly
related to the Addams family by blood or lack of it, presenting a
sacrificial offering of pancakes, a family of carolers from a bizarre
Dickensian tale. Connecting burnt offerings with sacrificial offerings, reasonable with the presence of lambs and fish, traditional
symbols of sacrifice, and other comestible things, the figures appear as if reflections in or emerging from the other side of the looking glass framed by logs and colored bulbs like a make up mirror
in a backstage dressing room.
Never as forthright as the words might suggest, the names
of the works are only a starting point for active engagement of
viewers’ imagination, and intellect, in a search for meaning that
leaves one perhaps even more unsure than one was at the beginning, for at least then one did not know that one might not be able
to know. The St. Joseph works are a case in point. The tradition
of Saint Joseph altars in honor of St. Joseph, patron saint of those
who work with their hands, the kind and gentle and cooperative
22

with whipped cream, a bowl of strawberries with clotted cream?).
Is Joseph’s pensive expression from a few too many sips from the
wine bottle on the father and son fishing trip?
The mixed media on canvas version of St. Joseph in
Dreads is an even more exuberant composition. Snaking coils of
hair rise into the air against a dark crimson sky that replaces the
energetic clouds of the study. The rustic frame has been reduced
to two vertical posts, and the mass of food offerings with new additions takes up almost half the space. Here is the rich symbolic
iconography of religious practice and sacrifice and the Sermon on
the Mount updated to reflect modern tastes - two sinister looking
lobsters, a tray of oysters on the half shell, at least three stacks of
pancakes with melting butter, a burger and fries, a platter of pasta
with tomato gravy et cetera - a hedonistic abundance suitable for
an allegorical painting about gluttony by Bosch. The eyes of father
and son looking a little zoned out as if they had eaten two plates
too many.
The light bulbs are more brightly colored, their roundness and direction echoing the exuberance of rasta hair and mass
of food and drink. The central axis now includes a Virgin Mary
rising from amidst the pile, poised above a pair of red and green
light bulbs, continues upwards through the bottle of vino/grappa
in Joseph’s left hand, passes through the edge of the stack of pancakes held by the kid, and continues through a smaller strawberry
shortcake with whipped cream balanced atop the head of Joseph.
Two crucifixes rise above the mouths of two bottles like genii from
a lamp, giving literal form to the spirits in the bottles. At the far
lower left is a figure of Anne, mother of Mary standing with hands
clasped together in prayer, her beneficent expression quieting restless spirits, like a fairy godmother.
Is the image of a father and son just back from a fishing
trip a reference to the metaphor of fisher of men? A good preacher
might compare the wood of the cross of the crucifixes to that of
the two wood posts to the trees of Eden, the wine in the bottles to
the wine of the last seder, the figures of Anne and Mary to fertility goddesses. Almost hidden in the lower left, just to the right of
Anne’s feet, are two nude figures, one male and one female, perhaps to contrast innocence and lust, i.e., the allegory of the Temptation and Fall. A young heron pops up out of the pile and looks
around with a puzzled expression as if saying to herself “Where
the heck am I?”
Italian American Parade is as eccentric as Pistoletto arte
povera Venus with Rags. Oddly contorted and deformed figures
with lumpy bodies look as if they had been bitten by gigantic mosquitoes or stuffed with grapes as punishment for the sin of drunkenness a la a Bosch or Signorelli hell. The half hidden head of man
stares into the crotch of an androgynous sinuous naive Eros/Angel/
Eve at the apex, a heart between her thighs, a fiery eyed skull just
to the left. A gigantic fava bean, pomegranates, cheeses, grapes,
and there’s that lamb/sheep/hare again, two of them, a rustic wood
framework, a mound of foods like the poured out contents of an
exotic cornucopia lie around her feet like offerings to an ancient
fertility goddess. A bust of the Virgin, a medallion portrait of Marilyn Monroe, and a woman with a pistol in her hand may extend
this association.
Included are what seems like a random assortment of
things: an incidental crucifix, a skull, a horse’s head, a lion, a lily,
light bulbs scattered here and there amid the mass of things. What

is the significance of the young Eros/Angel/Eve and the leering
male, a combination that tingles memories of biblical stories of
lust and innocence like Susannah and the Elders or a reversal of
the roles of Lot and his daughters? Its meaning is as elusive as a
Parmigianino angel but must be important to the artist for it was
also included in the mixed media St. Joseph in Dreads discussed
earlier.
Circle Dream, unique for its size, composition, and its
irregularly undulating surfaces, is as illusive as an illusionistic seventeenth century ceiling painting. Expressing an exuberance more
Rococo than Rococo, the general design is based on a central cross
with arms of equal length, i.e., a Greek cross, each having approximately the same design with slight and subtle variations, a central
motif, and four red-framed panels between the arms. Every shape,
every image is overlapping flowing over each other with a restless
movement that never allows the eye to rest.
To engage with this visual exuberance is to become involved in a process of continual discovery of new images, new
relationships, and complex interrelationships as the eye travels the
irregular topography of layers on layer on layers, of paper, paint,
and other media. The experience is an unpredictable one as symmetry vies with asymmetry, regularity with irregularity, the whole
interconnected by the glistening surface like a mesenteric tissue in
the ironic state in which illumination is obfuscation. Only when
approached obliquely can the details be discerned but then one’s
view is distorted as the truth is revealed. When viewed head on
the view is one of shimmering irregularity of bright highlights and
obscuring darkness through which one can only glimpse, obtain
glimmers of, parts of things as ambiguous and elusive as a dream.
In the center the Eros/Angel/Eve figure makes another
appearance set within a large doily halo decorated with tatted pansy blossoms, sparse wreaths of clouds, and the gold foil wrappers
from eight pieces of Chanukah gelt. In the cross arm below (the
arm above is similar), are four Mona Lisa busts at each of the four
corners, Bat Woman in the center, two flying hot pink schnozzolas each with two pair of great green wings looking like the most
unusual seraphim one has ever seen or a Groucho Marx mask with
winged glasses and a great green mustache, a haloed Christ head
supported by two luxuriant fronds of kale, and three heart shapes
below framing pairs of black and white lovers.
In the arm to the left are a head of Christ, Bat Woman,
Mona Lisa, swooping birds, and fleshy pink sleeping shapes
ringed with roses. In the lower left quadrant (the others are more or
less similar), an intricate wreath is made of large and small tatted
doilies, two lovers within, small birds darting hither and thither, a
grinning gap-toothed man-in-the-moon, what may be platters of
fish and plates of oysters, four huge blossoms, and pale iterations
of the Eros/Angel/Eve seen atop the pyramid of Italian American Parade amid a blue sky and scudding clouds, the effect of the
whole akin to da Cortona’s ceiling for the Palazzo Barberini with
its syncretism of classical, pagan, and Christian iconographies to
celebrate secular triumph disguised in the spiritual, and providing
a magnificent aesthetic experience for those who care not a whit
for either.
q
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David Buckingham: God Save the Queen, 2010. Welded Metal. Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.

Buckingham
BY KATHY RODRIGUEZ
DAVID BUCKINGHAM
Jonathan Ferrara Gallery
New Orleans, LA
_

the liberal critics of the Degenerate Art exhibit chose to pursue to
avoid execution. They simply listed the works that were on display and who made them, perhaps also noting what colors or the
artist used. Similarly though not as direly, it’s an easy approach
to Buckingham’s recent exhibit. The artist appropriates from comics and from punk music with a junkyard aesthetic that, arguably,
transforms his designs into a Joseph Albers study in color theory.
However, there is no denying that Buckingham’s forms – anachronistic amalgamations of late twentieth-century disappointments
in verse - are of mid-twentieth century ilk, too far from us to really matter. Like Greenberg would say of kitsch, Buckingham’s
work might have merit, if it did the right thing. It doesn’t. For one
instance, his Sex Pistols homage, “God Save the Queen,” has no
place in contemporary context.
In spite of that, the work is entertaining and elicits the
kind of giggles that high school girls enjoy while slugging their
parents’ liquor in the parking lots of movie theaters, where they
purchased tickets (as receipts) but are definitely not going to see
the PG-13 rom-com they promised to view. Is there anything more

AS I WALK into a gallery, I try to make signing the register my
first action. I want to see who else has visited the space, and I want
to make my mark – as though it would matter. At Jonathan Ferrara
on that Sunday, I couldn’t help but notice a startling signature just
before mine: “G. Stefani.” Though I had visions of a bleachedblonde former ska-punk singer touching the same pen that I then
laid my un-famous fingerprints upon just moments after her, it
turned out that “G.” stood for “Giuliana.” This photographer had
come to witness David Buckingham’s work. This was Buckingham’s second solo exhibit at the space, titled “Better Dead than
Red” – a phrase coined during the McCarthy era (the artist relates
this in his statement). And, no matter what fantasy I maintained
while I was in the space, that work disappointed.
What should one write about text-based art in the second
decade of the twenty-first century? There is a formal approach, as
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David Buckinham: Nigga Please. Welded Metal. Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.

to say about the kind of dead language that Buckingham sprawls
across the walls, the punk references and the comic book slang that
such rebellious teenagers would shout at the top of their lungs as
they sped through school zones with abandon?
Yes. There is one work that, for at least this critic, imbues
the entire exhibit with humanity. Directed between two innocuous
color studies, my eyes read the phrase “Nigga Please” emblazoned
in red across a black thought bubble. While in rehab, Buckingham met ODB (Ole Dirty Bastard of Wu-Tang fame). I learned
from the gallery attendant that Buckingham became inured to the
phrase. ODB so often uttered that locution to the artist that it became non-racial to the point of banality. I was cautioned, without
need, against offense.
That banality is evident in the installation. Shrouded between two “color studies,” the phrase loses its power – its ability
to sarcastically demean the person to whom it is intended. So, no
offense. None taken. Where is that humanity, again?
Buckingham, a former ad-man in love with words, is
based in Los Angeles. The front page of his website is emblazoned
with his visage, protected with a stormtrooper-like welding mask,
holding a rifle behind his neck. Look a little further, and find a photograph of the artist as a young boy in short sleeves and a necktie
holding a briefcase. Obviously this is the art of someone grappling
with teenage angst, still, as an adult. In a world couched, literally,
in celebrity and fantasy, the work is fitting. In New Orleans, a
city steeped in mold, water, humidity, ego tempered with humility,
pain, and poverty, the work is perverse.
Is Buckingham attempting to appropriate this city’s pain,
much like those Prospect 1 artists did five years after the fact? No
doubt (pun intended), Los Angeles is a chaotic, awful place. Its
labyrinth of highways is saved only by the slight dotting of In and

Out Burger joints. The city’s disgusting. smog coated streets are
punctuated, like the period at the end of an offensive sentence, by
Disneyland just outside its environs. The colors of that Baudriallardian nightmare are strikingly evident in Buckingham’s work.
Garish reds, blues, greens, and sickly yellows pigment the scraps
of metal angle-grinded from found freezers or car parts or signs,
that are composed into vapid phrases like “disco sucks” or “krakk,” which seems like an all-too-obvious allusion to a detested
and insidious drug.
This is therapy for the artist. In counseling, patients
speak to a stranger to loose their demons and hopefully eradicate
them, or, at least, put them to sleep for a long time. Unfortunately
for the viewer, Buckingham’s catharsis happens before our eyes,
and we are pitifully subject to his rampage like an inexperienced
teacher listening to a student’s excuse for plagiarism. It would be
better if Buckingham could channel this energy into those sessions
and create work that meant more. It’s totally fine to enjoy the visceral power of fire and sparks as they land on metal or flesh. That
process is viable in the making of the work. Unfortunately, the
work suffers from the lack of content that process lends.
Anarchy, whatever. Did Buckingham think that L.A.
was the seat of governless-ness? Did he think that by bringing his
slang and Johnny Rotten-inspired catchphrases to New Orleans he
would make a real, lasting impression on this city? I remember
clearly, recently, Arnold Schwarzenegger’s insipid, republican,
hypocritical “rule” over California-land for a few years. It seems
like this artist is tapping into the show-boaty celebrity that marked
his immature period of politics. Buckingham, go talk guns with
Schwarzenegger. When you’re ready to grow up, show in New
Orleans again.
q
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George Dureau: Ernest Beasley, n.d.Vintage silver gelatin print. 20” high.

Dureau
BY TERRINGTON CALAS
drawing. But, as with everything he does, the method is singular.
Chiefly, he employs the Beaux Arts favorite, charcoal – frequently
on canvas, with augmentations of oil wash, conspicuous erasures,
and intermittent white heightening. One can see this in two untitled figure drawings from 1977, fantasy groups in which the artist
appears as a satyr. The approach is distantly related to traditional
grisaille, but with a modern restlessness suggestive of a work constantly in progress.
Dureau’s basic technique follows the Michelangelo-Rubens-Delacroix tradition, characterized by linear verve. It is the
kind of drawing that relishes its subject, but at the same time asserts an autonomous presence. Dureau’s own line is peculiarly
sinuous, searching; and it tends to romanticize the figure while
enunciating it. In Self-Portrait with Camera, every curve is accentuated. And despite his familiar Manet-like streamlining of
form, certain details are coddled: strands of hair that coil barely
and idealistically, highlights on cheek and forehead that, somehow,
both build and stylize shape.
This romanticizing of the figure is manifest also in Dureau’s photographs. And to dramatic effect. His manipulation of
chiaroscuro— at times approaching a tenebrist blackness— is a
means of editing and refining. a composition. In most instances,

GEORGE DUREAU
Paintings, Drawings and Photographs
Arthur Roger Gallery
New Orleans, LA
_

YOU ENTER THE George Dureau exhibition expecting the celebrated interpreter of the human form, an artist who – in his paintings, drawings and photographs – transforms the figure, even when
physically compromised, into a thing of exalted beauty. You leave
with that impression confirmed, but with another: an impression of
timeless technical ingenuity that transcends mere talent, and, more
important, a genuinely moving density of meaning.
Dureau is a figurative master. Our own. A legendary
artist whose gifts we in New Orleans sometimes take for granted,
or perhaps forget. And legend has a way of simplifying artists,
abridging their achievements into one- or two-word slogans: timeless draughtsman, ground-breaking photographer. Dureau’s art is
hardly so simple a matter. The handsome presentation now at the
Arthur Roger Gallery is a reminder of a richness and complexity
that is too seldom remarked.
The question of draftsmanship is an obvious first consideration. In keeping with his classical propensity, Dureau is always
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George Dureau: Elliot Lewis, 1972. O/C, 24” high.
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George Dureau: Self-portrait with Camera, 1979. Charcoal on canvas, 24” high.

you glimpse his models first as near-silhouettes: light against dark
or dark against light. In Dureau’s hands, these value extremes
coax a figure into an efficient, grace-immersed form. Contours are
burnished, mid-tones minimized. As a consequence, his subjects
–– no matter their pedigree or physical condition — assume a certain stature. Many are eroticized; all are ennobled.
The photographs are portraits. Dureau has often made
a point of emphasizing this. Not mere documents, but portraits.
And, despite their considerable polish, they are also essentially
realist — or Realist, in proper allusion to the 19th century movement. He is after the penetration of humanness. And further: the
amplifying of human dignity.
What drives him, it would seem, is an unaffected regard
for the individual. You also sense an intuitive grasp of our common frailty and of the human crucible. A good example is the vintage print Ernest Beasley, an image of staggering power. The spatial structure of this piece is so flawlessly conceived that it grabs
immediate notice. It is a masterpiece of tone-on-tone composing:
a white shirt visually blending into a pale background, deep complexion blending into dark trousers. Fascinating bowed shapes
and subtle gray striations are the result.
But, of course, what really matters here is the figure. This
is not one of Dureau’s better-known nudes. He pictures a very
stout man against a peeling clapboard wall, hands in pockets, leaning slightly to one side, and looking intently at the viewer. Intently
and insistently, with an inexplicable expression. It could signify
skepticism, or apprehension, perhaps a measure of contempt. It
certainly is not vulnerability. Beasley’s eyes and the turn of his
mouth refute the possibility. So does his pose. He is far from
passive, and scarcely the victim that society might seek to make
him. Dureau implies a certain heroism. What he has done, while
evincing the man’s unmistakable heedfulness, is to render a fuller,
more complex personality. Simultaneously, he discloses his own
emotional affinity.
This personal regard runs through all of Dureau’s photographic work. And you feel no doubt of its validity. This is true

in spite of his extraordinary formal control; and, notably, in spite
of his range of subjects. The photographs constitute an abiding
solace for us — an assurance that human compassion, even in our
unquiet world, still exists.
DUREAU IS THE least self-conscious of painters. He simply
paints. Or, rather, that is how it often seems. He is famous for his
charismatic touch: a racily fluent style of wide, slathering brushstrokes and tonically unorthodox color. It is an approach that
evokes bravura moments in painting as far-reaching as a suavely
limned shirtsleeve by Manet to a de Kooning landscape. Lush pigment that has the look of just falling inevitably into place. The effect can be breathtaking. And no one does this better than Dureau..
And, not surprisingly, we tend to translate the apparent ease as
painterly candor.
In fact, he is fully aware of his style, and savors it. He
is aware of the rough-edged drag of certain brushstrokes. It is Dureau’s own version of traditional scumbling, an eye-grabbing riff
he has used for decades. At Arthur Roger, this is notably evident
in two early portraits, Ronnie Crawford and Elliot Lewis. You can
see it in the way he depicts sand spilling across Crawford’s arm,
and in the way he highlights the shoulder and chest with lashes of
abrupt, semi-opaque, pale color.
Another recurring maneuver is pentimento, the deliberate favoring of “corrections”— over-painting that reveals traces of
preliminary layers. This last is especially tough to pull off. And
Dureau, again, makes it his own. In Elliot Lewis, a basically warm
painting of golden ochre and venetian red, there are modest filterings of cobalt blue near the arm, around the hand. And, at key
contours of the figure, he leaves charcoal edges unpainted.
Such piquant technical conceits lend an irresistible —
and timeless — freshness to Dureau’s painting. The manner feels
unbridled, reflexive, and at the same time, masterfully finessed. It
conjures early modern painterliness, especially that of Manet —
one of his heroes. It is the method of a consummate stylist. This
is undeniable. But that is precisely half of his achievement as a
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George Dureau: Ronnie Crawford,1977. O/C, 30” high.

painter.

much is made conspicuous — only an occasional deft lash to indicate shading, only an occasional charcoal line to assure shape
and grace. This is a case of reined-in richness, but richness nonetheless. The result of such legerdemain, of course, is something
quietly rapturous, like a lesson in refined taste. But, in fact, this
surface beauty also contributes directly to Dureau’s core meaning.
The significant thing is this: In these works, the close harmonies and hushed visual incident create the perfect site for an
incisive study of portrait subjects. And this study seems as carefully pondered as the technique. With this approach, Dureau seeks
out subtleties of human presence, not the outsized emotions. The
small, but telling, things are revealed. His tempered setting permits and encourages a closer look — something that high-contrast
photographs might impede. Ultimately, the painted portraits are
not human dramas; they appear, rather, to be musings on personality. They are attempts at tracing a particular disposition or humor
or attitude. The utterance of such qualities looks like a natural
for Dureau. The faces and poses here confirm it: Elliot Lewis’s
intense, straining eyes, the near arrogance of his propped arm; the
playful tilt of Ronnie Crawford’s head and, most notably, his affable glance. You can imagine distinct personalities.
Dureau, the artist of sovereign technique, employs that technique to ramify and deepen a message. It has to do with humanness.
q

What makes Dureau our finest figurative painter is his
potent fusion of two aesthetic thrusts: pure style and a peering into
the soul. Dazzling technique is certainly the initial pull, but your
gaze is held by a measure of the same subjectivity that underlies
his photography. Ultimately, Dureau’s is an art freighted with
emotion.
In the paintings, it should be stressed, there is a discernably unique tenor — something apart from that in the photographs.
It has to do with discretion. A pervasive discretion. Dureau’s best
paintings resolutely resist drama. They are supremely subtle, both
in form and content. Formally, Elliot Lewis is like a poem about
chromatic tact. It situates two warm hues in utterly close harmony, both muted and both constrained to middle tones – virtually
free of contrast. The same is true of Ronnie Crawford. The only
contrast here is a question of color temperature — the cool green
of the background foliage versus Crawford’s coppery skin.
Both paintings imply a sensibility devoted to fluent lyricism, and this urges a treatment where small variations can be relished. You note, for example, a vague shift from the peach-tone
of Lewis’s tank top to his slightly deeper complexion, then on to
the still deeper background. All of these are analogous. Yes. But
they are different hues, and each is broken into patch-like patterns
— delicate adjustments of Dureau’s “insouciant” brush. And not
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Eudora Welty: The 1930s and 40s
BY JUDITH H. BONNER
EUDORA WELTY
Photographs of the 1930s and 40s
The Ogden Museum of Southern Art
New Orleans, LA
_

Not unexpectedly, Welty’s artistic career began with
graphic designs and satires published in her high school annual,
drawings published in the Memphis Commercial Appeal children’s
pages and awards for one of her drawings, as well as a poem published in St. Nicholas Magazine. Like Faulkner, Welty contributed
drawings to her school’s annual. She wrote a few articles for the
Jackson Daily News. Her interest in photography came as an adolescent from her father, an avid photographer and a moving force
in the establishment of the first camera shop in Jackson.
In 1934 her application for study with Berenice Abbott
at the New School for Social Research in New York City was declined, but she continued to take photographs. By happenstance,
she dropped into the Photographic Galleries run by Lugene Opticians, the outcome of which was a solo exhibition of her photographs in 1936. That show, which has been recreated for the centennial celebration, is supplemented with additional photoprints of
New York taken by Welty. Later in the year after her solo exhibition, Welty published “The Death of a Traveling Salesman” in the
literary magazine Manuscript.
After a series of part time jobs, Welty took an assignment as publicity agent for the Works Progress Administration.
She contributed articles to county weeklies on road construction,
library openings, and state fairs. Although she was not hired as a
photographer, the position nonetheless provided the opportunity
for Welty to take photographs around the state. Welty acquired
a used enlarger from the Mississippi Highway Department and
made a darkroom in her kitchen. She focused her lens on daily life
in small towns, rural life, county fairs, circuses, school children,
church events, and blue collar workers. Some works have a narrative undertone, while others suggest a moment in time. Although
she was essentially self-taught from the standpoint of technique,
her sense of composition is evident in many of her photographs.
Most of Welty’s works manifest her profound empathy with her
subjects, who are inevitably shown with a marked air of dignity.
This is particularly visible in a view of a school girl holding flowers and an elderly woman standing, erect and dignified, before a
rural cabin.
Many of Welty’s photographs are memorable. Like
Faulkner and Hollingsworth, she portrays African-American subjects sensitively. A 1930s view of a elderly man named Mose, who
laughs as if in conversation with the photographer, suggests a relationship that supersedes that impermanence of a passerby capturing a fleeting moment. Chopping in the Fields, taken in 1935,
parallels Jean-François Millet’s iconic painting of The Gleaners
(1857)—particularly in the facelessness and apparent representa-

AUTHOR EUDORA WELTY, like William Faulkner (1897-1962)
is best known as an author. Both Mississippi writers, however, began their careers as artists. Welty, who was both a sketch artist and
a photographer, is being celebrated with an exhibition of her photographs at the Ogden Museum of Southern Art. The show, which
features 50 silver gelatin photographs and 84 snapshots by Welty,
is part of a tri-partite Mississippi artistic showcase that includes
exhibitions of works by Walter Inglis Anderson and William R.
Hollingsworth Jr. (1910-44), who established the art department at
Millsaps College in Jackson. The latter show, “To Paint and Pray:
The Art and Life of William R. Hollingsworth Jr.” was curated
by the Mississippi Museum of Art, while the Anderson exhibition
features selections from the Ogden’s permanent collection. The
Welty photographs, which date from the 1930s and 40s, are on
loan from the Eudora Welty Collection at the Mississippi Department of Archives and History. Another exhibition of Welty’s photographs, which opened at the Museum of the City of New York
in the autumn of 2012 and then traveled to Jackson, Mississippi,
inaugurated a year-long celebration of her birth on April 13, 1909.
Born in Jackson, Welty was a life-long resident of that
city, with interruptions for studies at the Mississippi State College
for Women (now the Mississippi University for Women) and the
University of Wisconsin at Madison, where she graduated in 1929.
She also studied advertising at the Columbus School of Business
in 1930-31. Other travels took her to New Orleans, San Francisco, New York City, the Bread Loaf Conference in Vermont, Bryn
Mawr College in Pennsylvania, and Smith College in Massachusetts.
Welty was the daughter of Chestina Anderson Welty, a
teacher who encouraged her love of reading. Christian Welty, her
entrepreneur father, promoted the idea of traveling to gain a global view and empathy for other humans. Although young Eudora
had two brothers, she lost two siblings through their early death,
a brother and a sister. These familial losses affected her photography, as well as her writing.
The Ogden’s exhibition, curated by Richard McCabe, introduces Welty with a 1940s archival pigment print in which she
sits on a bed, resting an elbow on her upraised leg, a typewriter on
the bed before her and a lighted cigarette in a small ashtray beside
her as she contemplates her work. This image underscores the concept most people have of Welty as an author.
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Eudora Welty, Home Before Dark, Yalobusha County, vintage silver gelatin print, 1936 (c) Eudora Welty, LLC; Eudora Welty Collection

tion of “Everyman.” While Millet’s scene conveys a sense of silence and slow motion, Welty’s slender young female field worker,
viewed from the back, moves her hoe so rapidly that the blade and
the end of the hoe disappear.
Home before Dark, also taken in 1936, shows a muledrawn wagon moving down the road and away from the viewer.
The driver and male passenger are seen from the back, but a woman wearing a white dress and a wide-brimmed hat turns to look
back at the photographer. The scene, with its expansive skies and
sense of openness, appears to be almost a silhouette. The wagon
wheels appear like vertical strokes that unite the minimalist landscape with the horizontal tailgate and subtle shadow of the wagon
across the wide roadway.

Other photographs show parental concern for children,
especially in a 1935 view of Mother and Child, wherein the woman concentrates on a small child on her lap, a clear reference to
the many Madonna images Welty would have known. Houseboat
Family is a 1939 view in which a man holds a protective arm
around a small child who stands on a banister. Laundry and an old
paint can suspended from clothes lines suggest poverty. Boiling
Pot portrays a woman sitting outside near a large kettle and suggests a simple way of home life. Carrying the Ice, another 1936
photograph, shows two young boys, both wearing tattered overalls,
from the back as they carry heavy blocks of ice through a field of
tall grasses. One of the boys is shirtless. Their bodies sway slightly
to the left, thus emphasizing the weight of the ice block suspended
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Eudora Welty, Mardi Gras New Orleans, 1930s, vintage silver gelatin print, (c) Eudora Welty, LLC; Eudora Welty Collection

from iron ice tongs. A rider-less horse is visible grazing in the distance.
Some works focus on laborers at rest. Tomato Packers
Recess, dated 1936, pictures a crowd of workers gathered closely
around a guitar player, some of whom seem to enjoy the respite,
while others appear distracted. Similarly, three workers taking a
break at The Mattress Factory sit in silence as though in the state
of exhaustion. In a different approach, Pay Day is a profile view
of a woman standing outside a store window, her hand to her chin
in contemplation of making a purchase. Saturday Trip to Town, a
1939 view of a group of ten people dressed for an outing and sitting on a wagon, reveals a different way of travel. The shoppers sit
on either side of the wagon, looking outward. Three young girls
exhibit various attitudes of impatience, while the elderly man sitting at the end of the wagon clearly has lost a leg, for one leg of his
jeans hangs loosely.
The Dolls shows two young African-American girls cradling their white dolls in their right arms, the angle of the dolls and

the girls’ heads and arms being parallel as the girls walk “in-step.”
The parallel arrangement is reinforced by the plank fence behind
them—a device that negates deep space and appears to bring the
girls closer to the viewer. The texture of the fence and the patterns
of the girls’ clothing and socks offer variety in the composition.
Although Welty’s intent was generally in response to
her subject rather than pure documentation, many of these photoprints serve to document a passing way of life. A 1941 print titled
A House with Bottle Trees, shows dead trees in winter with various
shaped bottles stuck on the ends of branches. During sunny winter
days, these bottle trees enlivened the landscape with light shining
through the colored glass. The Ruins of Windsor, a print dated the
following year, shows tall fluted columns with Corinthian capitals
and partial fragments of ironwork balustrades, now the sole surviving remains of a once grand antebellum plantation home near
Bruinsburg, Mississippi—a home that Mark Twain cited for its elegance in Life on the Mississippi.
A handful of Welty’s New Orleans views are included in
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Eudora Welty, A House with Bottle Trees, 1935, toned silver gelatin print, (c) Eudora Welty, LLC; Eudora Welty Collection

the exhibition, with a 1930s view of a three-story building on Royal Street. Three women stand conversing on a second-story balcony, while a young boy strides rapidly on the sidewalk – an image
that is compositionally balanced despite the child’s quick movement. A scene of four women standing in a doorway on Mardi Gras
conveys a sense of intimacy through the gesture of a young white
woman who places her hand on the waist of a middle-aged African-American woman in the foreground. Also included are several
views of Natchez in the Great Depression, including On the Bench,
which shows four people on a park bench, two men who sleep
while another man reads a newspaper and a woman reads a tabloid.
On a multi-story building in the background is the omnipresent
sign with the blue eagle for the National Recovery Administration
between 1933 and 1935. Here, the sign is faded, suggesting that the
photograph dates to the late 1930s.
The mid-1930s Fruit Still Life is compositionally wellbalanced and, although sharp in its black-and-white focus, the
placement of the fruit on a planked floor recalls a still life by Walter Anderson—though without Anderson’s brilliant coloring. Welty used a German-made Rolleiflex camera, a compact, lightweight,

simple to use camera with a superior twin lens, so popular among
newspaper and magazine photographers that is it still in production
today. Her photography came to an end in the 1950s when she lost
her Rolleiflex on the Metro in France.
Many of Welty’s photographs were unpublished until
1971 when 99 of her works were reproduced in One Time, One
Place: Mississippi in the Depression: A Snapshot Album. Subsequently, other books were published: Twenty Photographs in
1980, Photographs in 1989, and Country Churchyards in 2000.
The photographs in this exhibition are far-ranging in subject with
many conveying the same subjects that she developed in her literary works. In Welty’s 1984 memoir, One Writer’s Beginnings, she
noted the necessity of learning to capture the transitory moment:
“Life doesn’t hold still….Photography taught me that to be able to
capture transience, by being ready to click the shutter at the crucial
moment, was the greatest need I had….I learned that every feeling
waits upon its gesture; and I had to be prepared to recognize this
moment when I saw it.” This exhibition not only celebrates her
artistic accomplishments, but captures a critical historical era in
memorable images.
q
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Pop Cultural Memories and
Nature of Nature
BY KARL F. VOLKMAR
space of the gallery as along a highway or at an intersection, both
reminders of the complexity of what it means to be human. Yet the
geometric regularity reflects a minimalist simplicity apropos to the
white walled space. Buckingham may have intended reference to
the shrimper as a character in John Waters’ 1969 black comedy
Mondo Trasho.
As random as memories and dreams, the isolation of the
works on the walls may be seen as metaphor for the discontinuous
nature of memories and the serendipitous nature of discovery as a
form of chance variation, the artist’s selection of those elements
surviving in the work of art, resulting in a regression to the shared
memes that represent the common nature of the minds of artist
and observer alike. As examples of typography, the metal detritus
and discovered to be iconic phrases represented the critical issues
of their time. The viewer’s experience of Buckingham’s works
is analogous to the artist’s random searching across the liminal
planes [sic] of the high desert as memory of ancient sea beds and
discovery and recovery of rusted carcasses as fragments of cultural
memories, of failed or outmoded dreams and fantasies, of journeys
across the continent in search of a better life, of political myths,
and of forever to be unrequited desires in the search of utopian visions described by modernism and marketing.
Popular music is the background for several works. The
subtitles of Color Study #75 (The Once Over Twice) and Color
Study #74 (Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door) are both phrases that have
occurred in popular songs. But what is the inspiration for the color
patterns? Perhaps they are the artist’s efforts to create patterns as
analogs of the tunes of the songs or mimic early efforts in synesthetic parallels by creating onomatopoetic chromatic analogs?
Significant phrases are spelled out with letters like anonymous ransom notes composed of letters and words cut from multiple sources to hide the sender’s identity. God Save the Queen: Sex
Pistols refers to the scandal when the notorious punk band the Sex
Pistols put out its second single titled God Save the Queen contemporaneous with Queen Elizabeth’s silver jubilee in 1977. Its
challenge to traditional nationalistic values in the ironic oxymoron
of the title phrase with its subversive counterpoint was as challenging in its mode of cultural critique as John Waters’ films were/are
to traditional middle class values.
Gum Chewer’s Dilemma is funny. The choice between
Spit or Swallow is wryly humorous when offered to someone else,
a means of control otherwise based on the social acceptability or
lack thereof of chewing gum and chewing gum. Presented as a
cybernetic either/or choice with “check the box” required for response, the design and underlying concept parodies the way the
maintenance of normative social order has been reduced to a me-

DAVID BUCKINGHAM

Better Dead than Red
Jonathan Ferrara Gallery
New Orleans, LA
ALLISON STEWART
Arthur Roger Gallery
New Orleans, LA
_

BETTER DEAD THAN Red, a selection of works by artist David
Buckingham at Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, is an array of mnemonic images arranged on the walls of the gallery like icons on the
desktop activating memories deeply hidden within the archives of
the mind. At first a seemingly disparate collection of words and
phrases excised from unexplained narratives, at first impression an
example of outsider art, each work evokes associations that slowly
nudge their way into one’s consciousness in a way that suggests
the working of a complex mind: the artist’s and the viewer’s.
Out of context, isolated on the wall of the gallery, apprehended as objects and comprehended as words, the lack of contextualization allows the viewer’s mind to freely evoke associations
with deeply embedded memories, challenging semantic contexts,
and formal interpretations contextualized with the viewer’s own
history. Their isolation underscores their essential insignificance
except in those contexts, pondered in moments of nostalgic reflection that leads one to question why these words and phrases were
taken so seriously. And then it may dawn on one that this may be
an all too serious effort to discover meaning and that it may be
merely a question of serious playfulness.
Irritating every political sensitive nerve, Nigga Please
stands out against the black ground. Only the title, R.I.P. O.D.B.,
offers a possible explanation of context as commemoration by the
artist. The story falls into place with R.I.P. expanded rest in peace
indicating that the piece may be a memorial and O.D.B. as reference to Old Dirty Bastard, a common enough euphemism used
between adult males, in its way as demeaning as Nigga Please
with its implicit reference to low social status because of heredity,
standards of cleanliness, and age. The latter phrase was frequently
used by the acquaintance in reference to the artist who responded
by calling the acquaintance Old Dirty Bastard, tit for tat.
Depending on one’s sensibilities, The Shrimper can be
understood as reference to a ‘foot fetishist’, thus the phrase ‘Toe
Lover’. The rusted white painted metal cross, like those seen
along highways where tragic accidents have occurred as expressions of personal grief at the death of a loved one is as surprising
in the contrast between the deteriorated condition and the pristine
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chanical system stored in the cultural database as results are calculated to show what percentage chooses to swallow and which to
spit, like the facetious polls found in the right columns of websites
like weather.com or Kiplinger.com.
Back Street Bar Men’s Room Sign is a folksy emblem
indicating direction to the men’s room for those whose stage of
intake requires relief and whose enfeebled by intoxication mental
abilities require clear description in sans serif font and the cheeky
phallic form of the straight arrow skewering the words as it points
the way to the men’s room, the type of double entendre, if he were
to employ such subtleties, one might find in a John Waters work.
The blue, red, black, gold, green, and red KRAKK! fuses typography and onomatopoeia in graphic expression of dynamic acts
of modern mythological heroes and villains like one reads/sees in
modern comic books as characterized so eloquently in works like
Michael Chabon’s Kavalier & Clay.
—
If Buckingham’s work offers opportunities for autobiographical
reflection in the context of popular culture, the paintings of Allison
Stewart are the refined expression of the artist’s poetic vision of
nature through art. There are three major themes represented in the
current exhibition of Stewart’s work at the Arthurs Roger Gallery,
each involving the thoughts and feelings of the viewer varying
according to the empirical experiences of each as images, ideas,
and facts commingle in the experience of the artist’s work: the
elegiac idylls of Fading Dreams, the ontological poetics of Wicked
Beauty, the symphonic movements of Natural Wonders, and three
minor subthemes that comfortably fit within the rubric of Natural
Wonders: Bloom, Silent Tide, and Air Borne.
Fading Dreams are mixed media on panel, each eighty
inches in height by thirty-two inches wide, similar in proportions, five to two, and subject matter, to those of Japanese folding
screens. The conflation of images lies in a transparent palimpsest
of luminous layers, a synchronous montage of shifting depths of
field. Lines and colors and shapes float in an amorphous volume of
light as if in the ongoing process of becoming and dissolving.
The light and lines are the expression of an exquisitely
delicate beauty and a slowly aching sense of helplessness in a
Brigadoon of light as one can neither fully engage with nor let
go of vaguely realized desires until the time for their fulfillment
has passed. Suggestions of continuity from panel to panel along
shared sides are thwarted by inconsistencies and discontinuities
echoing the organic continuities of Redon’s fabulous landscapes
and De Kooning’s subversion of expectations. Geometric regularity is eroded by layers of light, colors are drained of intensity, and
serpentine lines disintegrate into an amorphous luminosity in iterations of iterations of iterations like the meandering lyricism of the
paintings of Ma Yuan aka One Corner Ma and Mu Qi.
The artist’s ephemeral vision are like pages from a notebook in the artist’s mind, reminiscent of da Vinci’s suggested possibilities of ideas, dreams and visions, of what might be. Stewart’s
art is an expression of dreams as imaginations of what does not exist, a phenomenon of processing memories, a visualizing of what
might come to be represented as a floating world more elusive than
the Edo ukiyo in an elegiac poetry rendered as a topology of possibilities.
What is, or what are, Wicked Beauty? The subthemes of
species of herbs and mushrooms -- le bolet bigarre, l’agaric chan-

terelle, le bolet foie, subruts, le figue, fenouil, tamarindus, le feuille
inconnu – might be the ingredients of magical potions or poisons.
Slang usage of wicked as euphemism for great, i. e., wicked beauty
meaning great beauty, may bring one closer to the artist’s intentions. Wicked as intransitive verb, pronounced as if one syllable,
wick’d, meaning to draw off as a liquid (confer wick as noun and
verb), might refer to beauty that is drawn off, as in wicked away, a
beauty, or great beauty that is drawn from the inspiration of representations of natural things. Being wicked away as a wick formed
of twisted grasses or fungi draws liquefied fats into itself through
capillary attraction the ignition of which creates heat and light, as a
phenomenon, would be an extended application of this interpretation. Does not the art, reflecting knowledge and beauty, mirror the
phenomena of though, and illumination as metaphor?
The Wicked Beauty works all measure sixteen and on half
inches by eleven inches, the approximate size of folios of prints
illustrating species in nineteenth century scientific journals. The
French names would appeal to Francophone literati, adding an
exotic note for some, appealing to the sense of privilege of the
cognoscenti even though they might not be familiar with the individual species. The hand-made nature of the artworks parodies scientific literature in a medium that has been replaced by the digital,
interesting perhaps for historical interest, and as substrate for art in
a technologically driven world.
The geometric precision of the rectangle and the regularity of the column of dark circles disrupting the unpredictable irregularity of the curving lines along the lower tier and the awkward
calligraphy of les dentelles de la reine, occupies an oxymoronic
limbo where gestural expression and impressionistic description
are engaged in a dance like threads of DNA in mating dance. Line
is deployed as idea and expression in taxonomy of possibilities
mimicking the organic nature of living beings growing, maturing
to a state of fruition in which the passing on of genes begins anew,
dying and disintegrating, the awareness of which is more significant than recognizing differentiation of species and hierarchies of
organization with which mind organizes and categorizes knowledge.
Recognizing empathies and sympathies in form and function among objects and phenomena produces metaphors as hypotheses suggesting paths toward expanding understanding, and rejection of no longer useful understandings through the abstracting
power of language, of naming, and the syntactic force grammar.
Stewart’s drawings are like the evolving of species represented in
various stages of the life cycle, from fluid beginnings, a denser
conflation of the lines like grasses twisting into a stem, heading
and flowering, and the brittle skeletal lines remaining at the end,
falling downwards in the direction of the grasses, form disintegrating into lines as entropy increases. There is an intriguing interplay
between planes, defining the limits of possibilities like notations
above the sigma sign, between chaotic and rigorous, the plant itself and its various states, abstraction and representation, order and
disorder, a statement of the problem and the pertinent facts, a formal equilibrium, a metaphorical algorithm.
The lines of fenouil and the shapes of l’agaric chanterelle
and le bolet bigarre are art as illustration, art as development of
visual idea, and art as understanding and explication of form. The
drawings continue beyond the objective description of scientific
illustration to handmade variation and interpretation, beyond na36

David Buckingham: Color Study. Welded metal. Jonathan Ferrara Gallery.

ture seen through the objective eye of the scientist and presented
in hand drawn illustrations reproduced in historical print media
from the time when the contemporary media were the means of
recording and transmitting knowledge gained through empirical,
firsthand experience, and the medium for a viewer’s vicarious exploration of the world. With a cultural sleight of hand, the ephemeral nature of vicarious experience experienced through modern
digital media through which one has access to virtually everything
everywhere simulacra, no more real than the pseudo-agons of reality shows, are revealed in the art experience where one employs
subjective and ephemeral language for that which intends to be
ambiguous and therefore real.
The intense colors and contrasts of light and dark, chromatic richness, dramatic, expressive brushwork, entangled networks of lines, and clouds of washes in Natural Wonders suggest
an empathy with the chromatic melodramas of the late Turner as
he deploys Goethe’s theorizing about color, the lyrical landscapes
of the Southern Song, and the expressive gestures of Asian calligraphy and Western abstract expressionism.
The artist’s visions are like interpretations of earthly,
intracellular, submarine, and cosmic realms where black hole
nebulae and flowers blossom ,and the meandering paths of seeds
through the flesh of ripe melons. Similarities between Natural
Wonders #20 and Wicked Beauty-les dentelles suggest a common
origin, as if Wicked Beauty had been preparation study in preparation for the former. There is a similar relationship between Natural
Wonders #14 and Fading Dreams, the former characterized by a
more assertive line, stronger differentiation of shape whether with
line or color, and the spatial movement across the surfaces, and the

interplay between of planes vis-à-vis planes. The transparent volumes and dark tensions of Natural Wonders #2 suggest a kindred
spirit abstract expressionists like Still, Gorky, and the European
Wols, the destruction of the world through the globalization of exploitation of natural resources and humankind filling the earlier
role of the world war in a more subversive way.
The rich warm colors and expanding forms of the diptych Bloom are expressive of the phenomenon of the blooming
growth. When compared with the artist’s other works like Wicked
Beauty, the crescendo of form and color seems the dynamic expression of the phenomenon rather than the fact of flowering, a
Gotterdammerung of pulsing shapes of color, dynamic thrusts of
form, contrapuntal movements of chromatic masses reminiscent
of expressive dynamics of Motherwell elegies, Kandinsky’s early
abstractions, and Gorky’s referencing to natural phenomena. Infusions of color insinuate themselves into expanding masses of
colors. Injections of darker colors temper the pace of interaction
like water streamed into a bed of glowing coals at a campsite.
The suggestiveness of Silent Tide and Air Borne, the phenomenal associations they evoke, the restless cyclical movements
of the tides coming in and going out and the peaceful interludes
between each going and coming, the seemingly weightless flight
of seeds wafted into the atmosphere is a virtual animation. Characteristic colors, shapes, and patterns evoking associations each
with their theme: Silent Tide: water, shore, birds, seaweed, waves,
currents, tree branches carried along the flood… Air Bourne: air,
wind, clouds, movement, flowers at the stage of disseminating
seeds.
q
37

Peripatetic Critic

Fashionable Impressionism
BY STEPHEN R BACHMANN
IMPRESSIONISM, FASHION AND MODERNITY
Art Institute of Chicago
Chicago, Illinois
--

Justice en sociologie, harmonie en art: même chose. --Signac

***
IF A “BLOCKBUSTER” is defined by the prestige of the museums
that host it, then Impressionism, Fashion, and Modernity - “the first
to uncover the fascinating relationship between art and fashion from
the mid-1860s through the mid-1880s as Paris became the style capital of the world” - must enjoy blockbuster status. This exhibition
began at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. It will spend
the summer of 2013 at the Art Institute of Chicago (AIC, which the
tourist can find by locating the lions wearing the Chicago Blackhawks hockey helmets). It will end at the Musée d’Orsay in Paris.
The problem with this show, alas, is that it seems to
constitute more a celebration of fashion than of painting. That
high fashion centers in New York and Paris would want to enjoy free and prestigious advertising from their premier museums seems obvious. Chicago’s participation in the mix may
be explained by its claim to be a leading holder of Impressionist work outside of Europe - including some of its finest masterpieces, some of which appear in this exhibition.
This mélange of commerce and art generates a variety of results, and much of one’s response to the exhibition will depend upon one’s focus.
For example, if one is interested in what fashion did to
women during that period, one will experience fascination and
disgust. Many of the items of clothing which women actually
wore are displayed with the paintings - including corsets which
constrict the waist into measurements that might make Scarlett
O’Hara gasp. As for the dresses, one gapes as they begin to expand under the bodice, until huge bustles finally conquer, exaggerating the female rump into some kind of overweight medicine
ball. I wondered about whether one could park a martini or a
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place a beer bottle on the backside of one’s darling in such a context. My medical doctor companion explained to me that it seems
that hoop skirts developed after the push for morphine in manmanaged childbirth, which paralyzed the whole process, leading
to aggressive, traumatic forceps deliveries - 2nd and 3rd degree
lacerations thru perineum to rectum, causing horrible urinary &
fecal leakage which had to be contained with voluminous wraps.
The hoop skirts covered all of that, & probably bustles did too.
Both of us felt much better about the easier clothing worn by
the many females in attendance during the time we walked through
the show. However, we wondered how much progress had been
made when we saw a pubescent nymphet wiggle by wearing short
shorts which broadcast the word SOFTBALL on her moving bottom.
As for the paintings themselves, what is to be said?
The range of sampled painters is impressive, including Courbet,
Manet, Monet, Renoir Morisot, Cassatt, Degas, Caillebotte, and
Seurat. The subjects -- humans wearing clothes -- provide limited excitement. As one might expect, the thrill of the show is to
watch the emergence of the Impressionist style. It is important
to follow the dates of these paintings. During the 1860s, every
painter seems grounded in some variation on representationalism,
although the talents of Courbet, Manet, and Monet are obvious.
The breakthroughs occur in the 1870s. One is not surprised to see
Monet explode. The revelation for me involved the eruption of
Berthe Morisot, who had a large number of canvasses which dazzled in color and brushwork. Her women, fashionable or not, provided mere excuses for a demonstration of brilliance in pigment.
A familiarity with Impressionism’s chronology explains
some of the preceding. The First “Impressionist” exhibition occurred in 1874. The Third -- when Impressionists called themselves
Impressionists -- occurred in 1877. It was financed in no small part
by Caillebotte’s money, so it is appropriate that his Paris Street,
Rainy Day hangs in the show. AIC owns this work, and allowed
it to leave its honored spot in the museum to travel to New York.
The last Impressionist show was held in 1886, and debuted Seurat’s masterwork of neo-impressionism, La Grande
Jatte. AIC also owns La Grande Jatte, but it is unclear if that
painting will ever be allowed to leave Michigan Avenue.

Gustave Caillebotte: Paris Street, Rainy Day, 1877. Art Institute of Chicago.

***
In as much as the Vendôme Column is a monument devoid of all artistic value, tending to perpetuate by its expression
the ideas of war and conquest of the past imperial dynasty, which
are reproved by a republican nation’s sentiment, citizen Courbet
expresses the wish that the National Defense government will
authorise him to disassemble this column.
--Paris Commune, 1871
***
Yet one other point about dates should be
made concerning a silence that shrieks in this exhibition where art trucks with commerce, but not politics.
If one wanted to show art from the United States
from 1850 to 1870 -- or, say, art from New York from 1990
to 2010 -- in the case of the former, one would wonder about
the appearance and effect of that inconvenience known
as the Civil War; in the case of the latter, one might won39

der over the effect of that incident now known as “9/11.”
The year 1789 is one well-known watermark for France,
it is the year of the beginning of the French Revolution. A year of
comparable trauma for France was 1870/1871. In 1870, France
was conquered by Prussia, and before everything was finished, Parisians tried to establish a revolutionary Commune, which ended
in a bloodbath. Europe’s aristocratic and bourgeois orders were
horrified; Marx, the socialists and the anarchists, were inspired.
A sense of the events is provided by a chronology from Paris at the time. I had occasion to document it
in my Harvardwood Introduction to Proust (Harvardwood,
2013), because Marcel Proust’s foetus was gestating during that period, whose traumas seem both relentless and huge:
•July 19, 1870. Baited by Prussian Chancellor Bismarck, French
Emperor Napoleon III declares war on Prussia.
• August 27, 1870 Dr. Adrien Proust signs marriage contract with
Jeanne Weil.
•Sept. 1, 1870. Battle of Sedan. Prussians crush French Army.
Dr. Proust moves into 8, rue Roy, in the eighth arrondissement

(administrative district) in the heart of Paris.
•Sept. 2, 1870. Napoleon III surrenders himself and his army to
the Prussians, and dissolves his Second Empire.
• Sept. 3, 1870. Proust and Weil marry in civil ceremony.
•Sept. 4, 1870. Frenchmen disinterested in Napoleon declare the
Third Republic in Paris.
•Sept. 19, 1870. Prussians begin their Siege of Paris.
•Oct 10, 1870. Parents conceive Marcel Proust (estimated date).
•Oct 31, 1870. Parisian revolutionaries invade the Mayor’s office.
•Nov. 30, 1870. Parisians attempt breakout, fail.
•December 1870, begins severe winter, early cold. December 21
is minus 14 degrees Celsius. The poor begin eating dogs and
cats, the better restaurants serve camel’s hump and zoo elephants.
•Dec. 27, 1870. Prussians bombard Paris outskirts, bomb Paris
January 5.
•In January, 1871, Goncourt (Proust’s uncle’s neighbor) eats a
black bird he shoots, and bread rationing begins.
•Jan. 19, 1870. Another breakout fails.
•Jan 22, 1870. Hotel DeVille attacked again, French shoot
French.
•Jan. 26-28, 1879. Armistice negotiated, siege of Paris ends.
•Feb. 8, 11, 1871. French elect Assembly which elects Adolphe
Thiers as head. (Government locates in Versailles)
•March 1-3, 1871. Prussians march into Paris, march out after
armistice ratification.
•March 18, 1871. Thiers attempts to disarm Paris National Guard
and take its artillery. Parisians rebel, the Paris Commune begins
.•Around April 1, sniper’s bullet brushes Dr. Proust on the way
to his hospital. He moves his family to suburban Auteuil (16th
arrondissement, Paris).
•April 2, 1871. Thiers begins bombing Paris. Bombs hit Auteuil
through early May.
•May 10, 1871. Prussians and French sign treaty of Frankfurt, allowing release of French prisoners and doubling of Thiers army
(from 55,000 to 120,000).
•May 16, 1871. Gustave Courbet participates in pulling down the
Vendome Column, a Napoleonic military monument.
•May 21-May 28, 1871. Thiers troops break into Paris, crush
Commune. Some 20,000 killed in fighting, or executed en masse.
•July 10, 1871. Marcel Proust born.

Commune ... The Impressionists - moderate republicans - descended into the public sphere to reclaim symbolically its sullied
turf for the bourgeoisie... [7] ...
The eight French men (Manet, Degas, Pissarro, Monet,
Renoir, Sisley, Bazille, and Cézanne) and lone French woman
(Berthe Morisot) whose work is generally considered to constitute the nucleus of Impressionism were all born between 1832
and 1841, and thus reached maturity and at least quasi-professional status by the time of the Commune. ... they had a stake in
the rebuilding of Parish and used the moment to establish their
careers. The next generation of painters, the Post-Impressionists
or those who rejected Impressionism, were almost all youngsters
during the time of the Commune for whom it was a childhood
trauma. ... As adults, they revived the quest for monumental
utopias and social schemes that promised order and harmony.
Their mature art was the first to renounce the illusion of reality
on principle and to express its ideological outlook by the deliberate deformation of the natural world. [8-9] ... contrary to most
previous scholarship, [I will insist that] Impressionists pre-eminently politicized their creations by reimagining and reconstructing symbolically their partially destroyed country and disrupted
social hierarchy. ...[11]
What I hope to show is that the scenes of the Impressionists are complicit with the subsequent intensive campaign
to rebuild Paris and its beautiful suburbs, coinciding with the
official line of the period... [24] ... Impressionism retraces the
damaged site of the Commune, urban intersections, parks, and
streets and represents them as bright, flourishing spaces. [45] ...
Monet’s avoidance of the political symbols may be contrasted
with an example of the next generation’s pre-occupation with a
restructured environment. If [Seurat and his Post-Impressionist
colleagues] managed to get out of Paris during the bombardment
and final massacre, they returned to Paris only to see the streets
in ruins and houses gutted by fire. They moved in the direction
of utopian planning and anarchist doctrine. ... The older generation wished to restore and forget and get on with their lives, while
the younger generation wanted to aid in the formation of a new
social structure on the ruins of the past. ... The Post-Impressionist
edifice ... implied a different set of social and political objectives
as objectified in Seurat’s La Grande Jatte [with its “mixture of
the classes,” and “unchaperoned women” enjoying the “day of
leisure for all classes” in “a park devastated by the shelling of
the Versaillais during the Commune.” [73, 173, 143-44, 165, 73]

What the preceding chronology has to do with painting is provocatively set out in Albert Boime’s Art and the
French Commune: Imagining Paris after War and Revolution
(Princeton, 1995). The reader may wish to consider his book
in conjunction with all those who contributed to Impressionism, Fashion, and Modernity, ranging from the painters to the
fashionistas to the financiers. (In Chicago, JP Morgan provided major funding.) It is best to let Boime speak for himself:
Although the diverse individuals who would organize as
the Impressionists were painting modern-life subjects in the late
1860s, their breakthrough techniques emerged after the Commune ... [11]

The exhibition includes a mannequin dressed like
the woman on the right hand side of Grande-Jatte, including her pet monkey. Boime argues that “the monkey is there as
well to evoke the Darwinian connection to anarchist philosophy.” [181] My UNO MFA thesis observed that Pissarro repaired to London in 1870 where he met Monet, who was dodging the draft. Courbet was jailed for Commune activities, and
Monet visited him there. The post-Commune French government ordered Courbet to pay for the rebuilding of the Vendome
Column (something like 10,000 francs per year for 33 years).
Courbet died in exile in 1877 before the first payment was due.

The formation of the Impressionists in the years 18711874 brackets the critical period of rebuilding Paris following
the brutal hammer blows of the Franco-Prussian War and the

***
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A barricade in the Paris Commune, 1871.

that the Impressionists might involve escapism and problematic politics is too often downplayed or ignored entirely. Boime advances a position which merits close consideration.
However, I would confess that I believe that one of
the most beautiful rooms in the world is located in the Art Institute of Chicago: it contains nothing but masterworks by Monet, some 20 paintings or more, most from his incredible mature period. It purveys an overwhelming abundance of riches.
Boime’s book, though, recalls to mind the words of Walter
Benjamin, viz., that no document of civilization exists which is not
at the same time a document of barbarism. On the one hand, Monet’s
works constitute a peak in Western civilization; on the other hand,
they also participate in one of its more lousy incidents of barbarism.
q

...when amnesty was finally declared for the Communards [on
Proust’s birthday in 1880] Manet commemorated the moment
with a water color of festive banners inscribed “Viv l’amniste.”
Yet Manet’s overt politicizing of Impressionism stands as an exception, itself tempered by his need to be accepted in the official
Salon. He remains more the scholar’s favorite, while the broad
mass of museum goers prefer to flock to the hard-core Impressionists. Perhaps the excitement of looking at Impressionist
works is related to a sense of relief from the same urban pressures
and looming catastrophes that Monet and his colleagues worked
so hard to elide. After all, the ideological issues of the world
they painted are still very much alive in the advanced industrial
state, except that in this country, for example, the terms “ghetto”
and “barrio” substitute for “quartier.” In this sense, the initial
occluding function of Impressionist landscapes has yet to lose its
vitality.
--Boime [139]
***
In the interests of full disclosure, I should concede
here that this review has been potentially harsh on Monet and
his fellow Impressionists. Nevertheless, I thought that a focus on the Boime perspective was not inappropriate, given
that reactions to Monet and his gang normally involve a onesided cascade of unthinking mush and gush. The argument
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Still from Jolie’s Blood and Honey

Innocence Abroad:
In the Land of Blood and Honey
BY JOHN MOSIER

BLOOD AND HONEY
Director: Angelina Jolie

That was hardly the case. Here’s an extremely well
made and thoughtful film that forces the viewer to come face
to face to face with the war crimes, atrocities, and general
moral degeneracy that characterized the civil wars of the early 1990s, and the people who should be paying attention to it,
adjusting their naivete about what happened, have either flat
out refused to look, or have taken refuge in Hollywood snark.
One can easily divine their confusion and, let’s face
it, their ignorance, by skimming through the reviews. When
you see the phrase “Christian Serbians,” you know right off
the writer is in way over his head. And of the relatively few
people who understand that the phrase is a comic redundancy on the order of “Christian Roman Catholics,” not many
catch the cleverness of the title, know that the word Balkans
is a combination of the Turkish words for blood and honey.
But it’s hard not to be sympathetic. The last person
who really understood the Balkans was probably Bismarck,
who famously predicted that the next war would start there.

THE GREAT DIFFICULTY with Angelina Jolie’s directorial debut has little or nothing to do with her abilities as a filmmaker. Blood
and Honey is the work of a woman who knows filmmaking, knows
how to get the effects she wants from the script that she herself wrote.
The very grimness of it testifies to her abilities. For an outsider to
wade into the complexities and atrocities of the Bosnian war takes
more than directorial talent. It takes a keen intellect. It also takes a
certain innocence, or anyway idealism, about audiences and critics.
For a hundred years (at least) Western intellectuals have
exhibited a studied and often willful ignorance about the Balkans.
The violent breakup of Yugoslavia that came hard on the heels of
the collapse of the Soviet Union, followed by the vicious civil wars
of the early 1990s, should have been the occasion for an agonizing
reappraisal, both of the region and of Western delusions about it.
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Still from Jolie’s Blood and Honey

And Jolie doesn’t provide a Western audience with much
help. Rather than dumbing the narrative down, she grossly over estimates the sharpness of her audience. As though she actually believes
the chatterazi are as intelligent as they preen themselves on being.
The first three segments of the movie form a logical sequence, but the gaps between each one are bewildering. A slender woman of uncertain age (she has an infant), is getting ready
for a night on the town. She has a rendezvous with a handsome
looking fellow who, judging by his uniform, is a police officer.
She’s attractive, excited. The man is definitely struck. So we
immediately assume, not unreasonably, that this is a love story.
But the date ends with the night club being bombed,
scenes of carnage and destruction. There’s an abrupt jump forward. Ajla and her sister frantically packing to flee their apartment. Strange men in uniform break in. They herd everyone in
the building outside. The men are separated from the women. You
hear shots, as though the men are being murdered off camera,
then the more attractive women are carried off, loaded in a bus.
Confused? You’ve just seen, in highly condensed fashion, one of the opening chapters of the Bosnian war, in which the
local Serbs, aided and abetted by Serbia proper, embarked on a determined effort either to annex Bosnia outright or turn it into a Serbian dominated statelet. The non-Serb parts might technically be
separate, but since the natives would all be dead, the distinction was
rather tendentious. No less so for being believed, particularly by the
Europeans, whose spineless apathy enabled the whole sorry mess.
The preferred method involved ethnic cleansing, i.e.,
murdering all the Bosnian males. It also involved incarcerating

the younger and more attractive Bosnian women in prison camps
where they were used for sex, e.g., were raped. In such a war,
truth may be the first casualty, but the first victims are women.
Ajla and her companions stand there, terrified, as
their guards select a young woman, and rape her right in front
of them. There’s nothing remotely erotic about the act. It’s
shown to us coolly, almost clinically, as though we’re seeing a
bizarre documentary. But since there’s no voice over to guide
us, it’s difficult for most people to orient themselves, either now
or later, as there is absolutely no exposition in this film at all.
Ajla, played by Zana Marjanovic is not exactly a
household name, even in Sarajevo, but she’s a striking woman able to convey precisely the right emotions. In the context of what’s happening to her, shock and bewilderment.
She’s next in line to be raped, but then her date appears.
He’s an officer in this army of the damned, and Danijel (the j is
pronounced like an i) is just as taken with her now as he was before.
Goran Kostic, who has a vague resemblance to the
current James Bond actor, plays a remarkably complex character. Behaviorally he’s all over the emotional landscape.
There’s no mistaking the fact that he’s in love with Ajla. Not
only does he keep her from being raped, but he takes pains to
see she’s not harmed. In a bizarre twist, he not only protects
her, but he even courts her, plays Pechorin to her Bela, to invoke the opening romance from Mikhail Yurevitch Lermontov’s
seminal work of Russian Romanticism, A Hero of Our Times.
Unfortunately, he also embodies an ancient Slavic proverb
that advises a man to hold your sweetheart close to your heart and
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beat her like a rug. He can’t quite bring himself to the last part, but
he’s right on the verge. Why can’t she love him the way he loves her?
And aside from the fact that he’s an officer in an
army that sees rape as a form of relaxation between bouts
of shooting down civilians, blowing up ambulances, mass
murder, and using women as human shields, why not?
Indeed, that’s probably the stumbling point for most viewers. We all want love to triumph over tribal animosity, to rise above
horror. The final point of the film, that in this particular instance,
it’s not possible, is not what audiences apparently want to see.
At a certain point, even the dimmest among them (or
us) understands that this relationship is not going to end well.
That realization comes at a different spot in the film for different people, but basically, when it happens, most audiences
just give up, decide the whole thing is too bewildering, too
unsatis¬fying, and, let’s be frank, too wildly improbable. Romantic illusions will trump reality every time, even in the Balkans.
But actually, Jolie has some formidable precedents on her
side. It’s easy to come up with Czech films dealing with the same
subject. Not just one, either; there’s Karel Kachyna’s Last Carriage
to Vienna (1966), Frantisek Vlacil’s Adelheid (1970), and Ivan Fila’s Lea (1996). For that matter, we can go back even earlier, into
the 1950s, to Gilo Pontecorvo’s Kapo and the Konrad Wolf’s Stars.
What all these filmmakers are arguing is that racial hatred
and wartime animosity doesn’t mean that there aren’t basic physical attractions, and even love, despite wariness and suspicion on
both sides. The basic dynamics of the relationship is intriguing.
Although the woman belongs to the class of the victim, the man one
of their oppressors, she’s the stronger of the two. Even when she
submits to him, she does so in a way that always reveals her reservations, although in each film the holding back has different causes.
The scene when Ajla is lying in bed, half naked, and
Danijel is getting up, epitomizes this complexity. He’s overjoyed:
she’s given in, they’ve made love (finally). He feels they’re now a
couple. The look on her face suggests otherwise. It’s not exactly
distaste or disgust. Ajla can’t not be attracted to him, since she was
before the war. But she can’t just pretend that he’s not out there
busily exterminating her neighbors, who happen to be his as well
The idea of lovers unable to overcome circumstances really does go back to Lermontov, and it’s the basic trope of the Czech
films dealing with this subject. The Serbian director Srdjan Karanovic once remarked wryly that the best graduates of the Prague
Film School were all Yugoslavian, because after 1968 it was impossible for Czech directors to do decent work. It was an excellent
point, and whether or not Jolie has stumbled across it, or has simply
come to the same conclusions on her own, the end result is the same.
Blood and Honey not only has the look and feel of
a FAMU product, it has the same point of view, the same grim
fusion of romantic hopes and sordid realities. Up to and including the fact that this sort of love affair is not going to end well.
Anyone who’s seen Adelheid understands the point, which is,
quite simply, that love isn’t enough to overcome all obstacles.
If this were a film made by a graduate of the Prague Film
School, or by some aspiring Bosnian or Croatian director, all this
would be accepted, even admired. But coming from Angelina
Jolie, everyone’s expectations are different, probably because
both critics and audiences were assuming they’d see something

commer¬cial: a film where true love conquers all, or at the very
least a film with a happy ending. One imagines that even for people who are realistic enough to see that there’s no way that the
relationship can end happily, the actual unraveling is upsetting.
But then this is an upsetting film. There had always
been racial tension in the Balkans, and doubtless if the Bosnians had been better organized and more power¬ful, they
would have cheerfully done the same thing. But fifty years of
Com¬munism had coarsened or even anesthetized any concept of decency. The Croatians hardly played by any set of
rules, and the eventual influx of volunteers from the middle
east ensured that there were plenty of war crimes to go around.
But given the actual situation in and around Sarajevo,
given this particular war, Jolie’s chilling portrayal of the Serbian
terror is accurate. The details that unfold are hardly the stuff of her
imagination. In that respect this film is almost as most thoroughly
unpleasant and horrifying as Chuan Lu’s excruciatingly depressing account of the rape of Nanking in City of Life and Death.
Initially, the determination not to gloss over the horror threw
the local authorities into a panic, so Jolie had to move the
film to Hungary, and that gave the numerous Serbian sympathizers an opening to launch vicious criticisms of the film.
The Western film buff who’s not familiar with all the sordid details may find these criticisms (such as the observation that
the Serbian uniforms are wrong) persuasive, but they’re simply
a barrel of red herrings. We have plenty of films made by the
natives themselves con¬firming the nastier details of the Bosnian
wars. It’s a depressing list, because some of these films are brilliant: Witnesses; Before the Rain; Fuse; Grbavica, Land of My
Dreams; Awakening from the Dead; Pretty Village, Pretty Flame.
The real difficulty, aside from the obscurity of the conflict itself, is that the film is not content simply to chart the tragedy of Ajla and Danijel. On the one hand, Jolie devotes a
great deal of the film to a character study of the Serbian officer. He’s a deeply conflicted man, is literally pulled apart by
his tribal loyalties, his painful awareness of the daily atrocities.
Then there’s the difficult relationship he has with his father, a Serbian general who is the absolute embodiment of ruthless
terror. As far as he’s concerned, the only solution to this conflict
is the final one. This is Serb land, and it must be cleansed of nonSerbs. After all, they’re an inferior race, dirty and treacherous.
He embodies, in a quieter and more measured fashion, the rants
that characterize the loonier Serbs in Pretty Village, Pretty Flame.
He feels no qualms about exterminating his neighbors, and he
sees the humanitarianism that troubles his son as a fatal weakness.
Some critics, even those disposed favorably towards
the film, obviously think his rants are symptomatic of a failed
exposition, a defect in the script. Sadly, Jolie has put her finger on an aspect of Central European culture that outsiders
have enormous difficulty in comprehending: a corrosive sense
of racial superiority that existed long before the Holocaust and
was utterly unaffected by the world’s horrified reaction to it.
When the general discovers his son’s weakness, he’s determined to break him of what he regards as not merely a fault, but
a fatal flaw that will lead to his demise. In a sense he’s correct, although his behavior hardly helps (a rather gigantic understatement).
So although it’s easy to see how the interaction be44

Still from Jolie’s Blood and Honey

tween Danijel and his father impacts his relations with
Ajla, exacerbates the tensions between them, the attention to this aspect of the story inevitably diffuses what we
want to see as the main focus of the film. And this is particularly the case since Ajla herself remains somewhat of a cipher.
The Czech directors who dealt with this theme
were very careful to limit the action almost entirely to the
love story. In Adelheid, for example, the relationship between Petr and Adelheid is not only the main story, it’s the entire story. Their collective pasts are dealt with in a few lines
of dialogue. The chaos of post-war Czechoslovakia is barely even hinted at. There are no distractions, in other words.
At the same time, the story is told entirely
from Petr’s perspective. Adelheid is a mystery to him,
and she remains a mystery to the audience. The tightness of the focus is what gives the film its intensity.
So although Jolie is mining the same tragic theme,
she lessens its impact, first by shifting points of view as
she attempts to explain Danijel, to make him a sympathet-

ic or at least understandable character, and then by recurrent shifts as she tries to show us what the war was really like.
So Blood and Honey basically is three films crammed
into one movie. The various components are well crafted. As
a first feature film, it’s an impressive work, and a surprising
one. The editing, done by Patricia Rommel, is virtually a textbook on how to cut a film dealing with sexual violence in such
a way that the scenes don’t inadvertently tilt into the erotic.
But then Jolie is very careful with her shots. She likes
to keep the two lovers at opposite ends of the frame, either vertically or horizontally. In the one scene where he’s holding her in
his arms, they’re dancing, the effect is sinister, reminds us that
he may be genuinely in love with her, but she’s still a victim.
There are no rookie mistakes in this film. The mistake was trying to make it at all. As one critic observed immediately after
seeing Last Carriage to Vienna, ‘This is an absolutely brilliant
film. I never want to have to watch it again.’ The same here.
q
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Spring Exhibition Highlights

At the UNO St Claude Gallery, Horizons, among the magical transformations in Kevin Baer’s “Ritual Process.”

At NOMA, Jim Richard showed his paintings of sculpture-conquered interiors, spaces marked by piercing social implications.
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Spring Exhibition Highlights

At Barrister’s Gallery, Dawn De Deaux’s hauntingly elegiac Steps Home.

At Cole Pratt, Hasmig Vartanian showed her culture-drenched wooden panels -- carved, guardedly painted, and stabilized by flawless
pictorial structure.
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Readings

Pierre Bonnard: Bather, 1935. O/C.

On Resistance Art
BY STEPHEN R BACHMANN
GIVEN SPACE LIMITATIONS, I would make six observations about “resistance art.”
First, I prefer to call it “class war art.” I submit some clarification
over the subject of the resistance might be in order. I resist anal itch when I
wipe my butt. The term “class war art” suggests a more precise target for resistance, viz., a system of production and distribution which degrades, humiliates and de-humanizes people when it isn’t starving, torturing or killing them.
Second, there exist three ways in which one may practice such art.
These options include content, form, and audience outreach. As to form, much
of the artistic revolution in the 19th century consisted in artists seizing the right to
paint mundane things like peasants and plants, instead of aristocrats and saints. As
to content, part of the point of art is crack the viewer into seeing that things can
be seen in different ways. The ruling orders want everyone to think and see in the
same way: they preserve their power by containing the imagination. It is not an accident that the paintings of “Soviet realism,” Nazi painting, the Cultural Revolution,
and capitalist art (Norman Rockwell) are all but indistinguishable. As to audience
outreach, the struggle here involves the degree to which a work of art can be made
into a commodity which can be owned. Progressive art prefers proliferation beyond the borders of property, with mass reproduction or painting on the sidewalks.
Of course there is a problem here for the artist: she needs to eat, and how does
mass distribution of her work (with a low profit margin) provide her enough money
to eat? (God forbid that the state subsidize her efforts like FDR’s New Deal).
Third, resistance art can never expect to remain pure, all good art can
expect to be subjected to attempts at co-optation. G.O.P. presidential candidates try
to play Bruce Springsteen at their rallies. Diego Rivera, one of the premier class
war artists of the 20th century, was fired by the Rockefellers for painting Lenin in
NYC in the 1930s. And now, in 2012, his work is on display at the Rockefeller’s
MOMA. Leon Golub, who depicted USA- sponsored war crimes in Central America, is now becoming acceptable in respectable museums. David participated in the
French revolution and died in exile in Belgium. Courbet participated in the Paris
Commune and died in exile n Switzerland. Pissarro was an anarchist. Picasso was
a communist. All of these artists have work now which hang in the Louvre--and
every other major museum around the world. More recent artists like Rothko
wanted his Seagram Building paintings to “ruin the appetite of every son-of-a-bitch
who ever eats in that room.” Even more recently, one might want to watch the film

Exit Through the Gift Shop, concerning the work of street artist Banksy--and others.
Fourth, a point from Herbert Marcuse: Art by its very uselessness
and celebration of pleasure--if not pure rapture--stands opposed to the utilitarianism of capitalism which defines humanity’s existence in terms of profit producing worker bees. Or, as another German American once put it, “We are here
on earth to fart around. Don’t let anybody tell you different.” (Kurt Vonnegut)
Fifth, to the degree that art attempts to be useful in a moral sense,
it is probably bad art. As Keats wrote: “We hate poetry that has a palpable design upon us.” Or, as Orwell put it, “[Whitman] does it very badly, because he is one of those writers who tell you what you ought to feel instead of making you feel it. ... No sermons, merely the subjective truth.”
Sixth, Orwell agrees with Proust as well as Keats. At the very least
art suggests that life has something worth living and fighting for. Orwell: “The
truth is that in 1917 there was nothing that a thinking and sensitive person could
do, except to remain human, if possible.” At its best, art produces rapture so
intense that one no longer cares about trying to justify it. It demonstrates that
life holds experiences so remarkable that life is actually worth living, and that
some things are actually worth fighting for--or against. Because beyond the minimum of living through war, there remains the question of living through capitalism which reduces human beings to units of boring production machines and
jejune consumption machines. Good art reminds us that things exist superior
to playing with the latest technological gadget, watching the newest worthless
“celebrity,” or eating some chemically processed “food”--and that maybe it’s
worth resisting and fighting the producer and consumer ethic that capitalism calls
life. In this sense, some of the most revolutionary paintings are those of Bonnard
and his still lifes; and, moreover, his incredible depictions of his lover soaking
in her bathtub in a bathroom radiating rainbows through its multi-colored tiles.
As Auden put it in his epitaph on Yeats, “In the prison of his days/Teach the free
man how to praise.” Rilke states the poet’s task is to praise, and Ernst Bloch
(The Politics of Hope) would suggest that this task is revolutionary. At the very
least, the creation and affirmation of things that help us out of our administered
lives constitutes resistance, and contributes to the angels’ side of the class war.
q
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Nina Schwanse at Good Children Gallery.

Calendar
COMPILED BY HANH LUU
A GALLERY FOR FINE PHOTOGRAPHY – 241 Chartres St.
568-1313. www.agallery.com - Diane Arbus & Lisette Model,
April 25 - June 30.

BRUNNER GALLERY– 215 N. Columbia St., Covington, 985893-0444.
CALLAN CONTEMPORARY – 518 Julia St. 525-0518. www.
callancontemporary.com - Systems: James Kennedy, through
May 25.

ACADEMY GALLERY– 5256 Magazine Street. 899-8111. www.
noafa.com - Annual Art Fair, May 18; Annual Student Exhibition,
May 25 - July 20

CAROL ROBINSON GALLERY – 840 Napoleon Ave. at Magazine. 895-6130. www.carolrobinsongallery.com - Coming into
View (new work): Michael Chambers, through May 30.

ARIODANTE GALLERY – 535 Julia St., 524-3233. www.ariodantegallery.com - Teri Brasher (paintings), Dawn Chatoney
(ceramic art), Eric Silva (jewelry), and Tanya Dischler (lagniappe
show): through May 31; George Loli (paintings), Betsy Meyers
Green (jewelry), Renee Melito (crafts), and Jacques Soulas (lagniappe show): June 1 - 30.

COLE PRATT GALLERY – 3800 Magazine St. 891-6789. www.
coleprattgallery.com - new work: Paul Tarver, June 4 - July 2.
COLLINS DIBOLL ART GALLERY – Loyola University. 8615456. http://www.loyno.edu/dibollgallery - Bachelor of Fine Arts:
Bria Brown, Elyria Grote, Jenna Knoblach, Hans Kuebler,
Morgan Lirette, May 6.

ARTHUR ROGER GALLERY – 432 Julia St. 522-1999. www.
arthurrogergallery.com - Blame It on Vegas: Stephen Paul Day
and Waterfall: Robert Gordy; Still Brothy: Dave Greber, through
May 25; George Dureau and Willie Birch, June 1 - July 13

CONTEMPORARY ARTS CENTER – 900 Camp St. 210-0224.
www.cacno.org - Brilliant Disguise: curated by Miranda Lash,
through June 16; I’m Not Lost, Just Undiscovered: contemporary
teen work, through June 16.

BARRISTER’S GALLERY – 2331 St. Claude Ave. 525-2767.
LAPOPSEXTV Art Show: Louis Jean Gorry, Sebastien Birchler,
Mara Marich, Beau Tardy, Cyr Boitard, Pati D’Amico, William Warren, Michael Fedor: through June 1; The Future is
Bright: Margaret Meinzer, through June 1.
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Sean O’Meallie at LeMieux Galleries. From Celebration: Wisdom, a Group Exhibition.

d.o.c.s. gallery – 709 Camp St. 524-3936. www.docsgallery.com
Jammin’ on Julia: Robert Ortiz, through May 30; group show,
June 1 - August 1.

LE MIEUX GALLERIES – 332 Julia St. 522-5988. www.
lemieuxgalleries.com - New Mixed Media Work: Kathryn Hunter, through May 25; New Works: Emily Wilson, through May 25;
Group show, curated by Christy Wood, June 1 - July 27.

HISTORIC NEW ORLEANS COLLECTION – 533 Royal St.
523-4662. www.hnoc.org - Pipe Dreams: Lousisiana Under the
French Company of the Indies 1717-1731, June 18 - September 15.

NEW ORLEANS MUSEUM OF ART – City Park. 606-4712.
www.noma.org - King of Arms: Rashaad Newsome, June 21 September 15.

GOOD CHILDREN GALLERY -- 4037 St Claude. 616-7427.
www.goodchildrengallery.com -- Nina Schwanse: Hold It Against
Me: The Veronica Compton Archive (Mixed Media), thru 7 July.

OGDEN MUSEUM OF SOUTHERN ART – 925 Camp St. 5399600. www.ogdenmuseum.org - Provocations: Tulane School of
Architecture Thesis Projects 2013, through May 19.
SOREN CHRISTENSEN GALLERY – 400 Julia St. 569-9501.
www.sorenchristensen.com - Kingdom: Kollabs (Anke Schofield
& Luis Garcia-Nerey), May; Campbell Hutchinson, June.
STELLA JONES GALLERY – Place St. Charles, 201 St. Charles
Ave. 568-9050 . http://www.stellajones.com - MODERNIST: A
Look Back: Richard Dempsey, through May 31.
STEVE MARTIN GALLERY– 624 Julia St. 566-1390. http://
www.stevemartinfineart.com

ISAAC DELGADO FINE ARTS GALLERY – 615 City Park Ave.
361-6620.
JEAN BRAGG GALLERY – 600 Julia St. 895-7375. www.jeanbragg.com - Group show with Chris Stebly, Melissa Smith, Susie
Ranager: Earth, Sea, & Sky, Paintings of the Gulf Coast, May 4.
Life Under the Sweet Magnolias: Kip Hayes, June 1; Group show
with Painted Tales of the Cocktail, July 6.
JONATHAN FERRARA GALLERY – 400a Julia St. 522-5471.
www.jonathanferraragallery.com - Group show with Kim Alsbrooks, Drew Leshko, Alex Lukas, Erin Murray, and Brian
Richmond, : Philadelphia, May 27 - July 24; New Sewn Drawings
and Constructions: Hannah Chalew, July 25 - August 31.

3 RING CIRCUS ARTS & EDUCATION CENTER – THE BIG
TOP – 1638 Clio St. 569-2700. www.3rcp.com
UNO ST. CLAUDE GALLERY - 2429 St. Claude Ave. 280-6493.
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