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Keith Sonnier: Ba-O-Ba I (Ba-O-Ba Series), 1969. Plate glass, neon tubing, electrical wire, and transformer, 84x204x18 in.

Neon Moon
BY TERRINGTON CALAS
With my hosts, I made countless such drives in those July
and December nights: from the Ville Platte area to places near
Breaux Bridge or St. Martinville or Abbeville or New Iberia or
even as far as Houma. The dances, to say the least, were sheer
delight. But what clings in my memory most are the return trips.
At two or three in the morning we drove, it now seems, on endless
two-lane highways, to get back home. As I remember them now,
those return trips were like mesmerizing expressionist paintings:
black-green oaks were silhouetted everywhere, and there was encompassing fog — fog sparsely flecked with the strangest lights I
had ever seen. Mostly I remember the lights. They were the illuminated signboards of open-late cafes that skirted every tiny town.
And they registered magically in the mist, radiating and dissolving, like the stars in an Emil Nolde nightscape. They did nothing
to brighten our foggy-treacherous drive, but they were splendid
— and perhaps even more so in memory.
I thought of this again, later, when I first saw an exhibition
of works by Lafayette artist Francis Pavy. Some of his most memorable images were inspired by similar nocturnal drives. They
were filled with deep blue and violet forms and with multi-colored

KEITH SONNIER: UNTIL TODAY
A Retrospective Exhibition
New Orleans Museum of Art
New Orleans, LA
____

VISITING ACADIANA FOR the first time was more than a revelation. I expected the warm hospitality, of course. It was legendary. But I went back, again and again, for several summer sojourns
and Christmas holidays, for one thing: the unique attitude toward
life — a natural, fierce commitment to joie de vivre. It is difficult
to explain. Permit me to say merely that, some years ago, young
people — and quite a few mature ones too — would drive sixty
or seventy miles to attend a Saturday night fais do-do, or in fact
any sort of dance. And somehow, it seems, the dance-halls were
always remote, down dark roads, at the edges of broad fields. And
their lights, golden like distant flares, were the only markers. But
they signaled imminent joy.
4
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Keith Sonnier: SHMOO—O.G.V., 2013

Neon tubing, acrylic, aluminum,electrical wire, and transformer, 131x92.5x4 in.

lights against the sky. Everything in those paintings seemed to
float, sometimes swirling, as if in a surrealist reverie. Pavy's own
experience of late-night drives had transmuted into an aesthetic
spectacle.
Again, my Acadian memories returned while viewing
“Keith Sonnier: Until Today,” the handsomely installed retrospective at the New Orleans Museum of Art. Since the late 1960s,
Sonnier has created his own light spectacles, but in daring new mediums and in daring new ways. Originally from Grand Mamou, a
prairie town deep in Acadiana (and famous for Fred’s Lounge), the
artist cites “driving in Louisiana” as one of his key reminisces. In
an interview, he referred to “Almost the most religious experience
I’ve ever had in Louisiana: coming back from a dance late at night
and driving over this flat land and, all of a sudden, seeing those
waves of light going up and down in this thick fog. Just incredible.”
Such experiences, it would seem, led to an art whose lure
is two-fold: its bow to the mysterious mutability of light and a
recurring keynote of utter bliss.

FROM ABOUT 1968 and into the seventies, Sonnier was a key
figure associated with post-minimalism. His work, in effect, declared art as open-ended. He helped disrupt the complacent and
authoritarian formalist status quo of minimalism: the Puritan-like
ethos that engendered the most Apollonian and, with few exceptions, the most inert art in American history. He was one of a small
group who flouted restrictions on what art could be, where it could
be, how it could be made. And specifically, he was a key figure in
restructuring the very idea of sculpture.
From the outset, Sonnier was clearly a trailblazer. His
modus was — and remains — a blend of experimentation and surprise. Everything he did suggests a feverishly active mind. Looking back, his approach seems almost impudent. It was a question
of the materials he favored — unusual, sometimes humbly demotic — and the way he manipulated them. By 1968, he had devised
a piece as audacious as Rat Tail Exercise, a simple pinned-to-thewall affair comprised mainly of string, latex and rubber. It’s a linear image, still compositionally formal, and somewhat “minimal,”
but the materials could scarcely be lowlier, nor could their fashioning. Works like this heralded a career and an oeuvre characterized
5

Keith Sonnier: Passage Azur. Installation, New Orleans Museum of Art, 2019.

by inspired irreverence.
In later works, Sonnier’s method became strikingly nonchalant. It looked spontaneous, at times almost desultory — as if
in reflexive dismissal of conventional aesthetic values. And unlike
other vanguardists, his anti-formalism seemed especially resolute.
In lieu of the lingering, late-sixties penchant for temperate and
generally hieratic structures, Sonnier’s work felt loose, spirited.
Consider Ba-O-Ba I (Ba-O-Ba Series), from 1969. The
piece is based on the Golden Mean, a time-honored, harmonious
design trope which, here, he managed to liberate. He did this with
an adroit marshaling of neon, the medium that would become
practically his signature. The result is perfectly beautiful, but with
a nervy, unfettered tone. It has little in common, say, with the solemn, near-ecclesiastical beauty devised by another light sculptor
of the time. I mean the late Dan Flavin, slightly older and a key
minimalist – and an exception to the rule of inert minimalism. Flavin’s fluorescent installations assert, rather decisively, that severity
and overmastering visual pleasure can coexist. (After MOMA’s
Sonnier retrospective, a pilgrimage to Marfa, Texas, the Lourdes
of minimalism, would certainly be in order. Flavin is best appreciated there.)
In Ba-O-Ba I, as I say, there is nothing like Flavin’s severity. The piece registers as a dauntless — and enormous — flirtation with basic formalist vocabulary. It submits the circle and
square enunciated almost imperceptibly via glass sheets; it then,
in effect, violates them with thin neon tubes in alternating warm
and cool colors, each of them discreetly calibrated. This effort
notwithstanding, Ba-O-Ba I signalizes freedom, a buoyant temper.
In part, this results from the work’s open, lateral movement, and
from the way the components seem so perfunctorily combined.
But further, there is Sonnier’s trademark blatancy. He conceals
nothing. The nuts and bolts of the sculpture — the electrical cords,
transformer and so on — are on display, all plainly open to view;

and all contribute to the easygoing whole.
Ba-O-Ba I is not only about the freedom of artistic insurgency. It evinces another part of Sonnier’s essential thrust,
perhaps the central one. It’s something that his freedom engenders: the expression of an exalted bien-être, a profound joyfulness.
Debussy simply called it — referring to his own compositions
—“mon plaisir.” It is a pleasure pursuit that you sense in much of
Sonnier’s work.
This, of course, is a typically unmanageable theme — so
easily prone to puerility and kitsch. During a less generous moment of the modern era, there was a viewpoint that only Matisse
could get away with it. And he had done so with an ineffable gift
for pithy emblems — actually color-soaked, primitivist “implications” — of an idyllic life-world. Those emblems possessed an
otherness that caused us to see bliss as something transcendent.
They turned bliss into a sublimity.
After Matisse, the Late Modern years hardly followed
suit. That era saw remarkable — and remarkably swift — advances in art, mostly in leaps from hot to cold and back again. But the
pursuit of aesthetic hedonism—that is, as a humanistic focus—
was uncommon. There were, of course, exceptional cases — de
Kooning’s dance-like late resurgence being the one that counts.
But mostly, when ambitious art essayed anything human, it was
connected to the darker emotions. Otherwise, it dryly — and with
an imperious squint — celebrated itself.
This latter moment of artistic auto-criticism, late in the
1960s, is where several young innovators, including Sonnier, entered. They confronted the steely program and, in fact, espoused
conspicuous elements of it: mainly its conceptual underpinning
and, in several cases, its weighty air. But, more important, they
insinuated it with imagery redolent of lived experience, with evidence of human feeling. Minimalism, the most detached, most
formal of genres began to breath. For Sonnier, this led rather
6

Keith Sonnier: Rectangle Diptych, 2013. Etched acrylic, aluminum, neon tubing, electrical wire, and transformer, 149x162.5x13 in.

quickly to an art of almost Matissean plaisir.
Essentially, it is a temperament translated into art. And
we are fortunate to have this near-comprehensive exhibition; it
clarifies and confirms the idea. That temperament, an optimist’s
one and arguably a spiritual one, is revealed. You’re tempted to
see this as a willed reaction to an edict uttered by minimalism’s
chief precursor Ad Reinhardt: “The laying bare of oneself, autobiographically or socially, is obscene.” Reinhardt’s “obscene” is
excessive, but the meaning is clear — and taken. Still, a rich art
must encompass quite a bit of what is human — perhaps even the
“obscenity” of disclosing emotional delight.
In “Until Today,” in several works, this temperament
shows itself through seductive color. Note, for instance, SHMOO—
O.G.V., with its coyly sumptuous purples, greens and oranges. I
say “coyly” because rarely is purple so delicate. And when is orange so pacifying? Then there are the galvanizing intensities of

Rectangle Diptych. Again you’re drawn in, subdued by sheer
beauty, but now the colors are boisterous, festive — especially as
they counterpoint the exactness of Sonnier’s aluminum framing.
In every work, these colors, as they affect the space around them
— and the viewer too — prompt an infectious jubilance. And Sonnier furthers the impression with a penchant for ecstatic-seeming
motifs. Witness the racy calligraphic gestures in the Portal Series
(2015) and, most notably, in the installation Passage Azur (20152019), a piece that registers electric and blithely riotous. It is,
moreover, the show opener; it foretells the pleasure-bent tone
In Ba-O-Ba, however, you can detect that tone in a subtler
factor. It’s this: the singular effect of neon on broad expanses of
glass, its glow spreading and spreading — very like the delicious
sight of a watercolor wash bleeding into high-tooth paper. Certainly this ravishes the eye, and that is quite enough; but, for me,
it’s also a memory spur. It’s here that I recollect, with pleasure,
7

those late-night Acadiana drives, and the fog and the magical, radiating lights.

or: the pondered though eccentric array of angular gestures. The
metal frames are enormous, window-like; and radiant strokes of
neon adjoin them and intersect them, sparingly. And only visually.
That is what counts. The entire force of this piece is, in fact, visual
and seemingly ephemeral. For a moment, it addles your sense of
perception. What precisely is where? Sonnier startles you, startles
you into questioning what you see.
The sculpture toys ironically with a constructivist formality. Sonnier establishes this with the rectangles’ looming presence. As simple as they are, they possess the forbidding character,
the sternness of modernist architecture — and, indeed, of minimalist sculpture. But, at the same time, that sternness courts disruptions — expressive or humanizing details. The conspicuous one,
of course, is the neon tubing; you see it jazzing in and out of the
installation and buoying the general aspect. Another is Sonnier’s
familiar undisguised apparatus: the cords, the transformer and, in
this instance, the implied assembling.
But most important, however, is his diffusing, colored
light. It has its own impact, apart from the pale tubes that generate
it. Here, as it often does, Sonnier’s light functions like paint — like
the thinnest glaze creating sfumato. It produces silken greens and
golds that blur and mollify the very tenor of the installation. And,
emphatically, they undermine the strict metal forms — virtually
negating them. A paradoxical beauty results. It’s about the human
presence and about prevailing personality. Sonnier’s hedonist bent
is reflected in these exquisite colors. In a sense, the work feels
like a very new take on the architectural grandeur we associate
with Mark Rothko’s early 1950s paintings: august geometry made
warmly approachable. You suspect, perhaps, a fleeting skirmish
within Sonnier’s disposition: on one side, the secure formalism of
his sculptural forebears; on the other, an impulse to gladden and to
dazzle. The tension jolts and fascinates. And its breezy attitude
keeps it new.

THESE NOTES AIM to touch on the apparent essence of Sonnier’s total oeuvre as we see it in the NOMA survey exhibition. But,
after a second or third visit, one feels compelled to ask a couple of
basic, rather surface questions: How can such ad hoc constructions
register so elegantly? How is it that Sonnier’s work — all of it,
even the early pieces — look so spanking brand-new?
The first is easy. There is a self-assured quality in Sonnier’s touch. You perceive him following a cursive, undaunted
impulse in structuring his compositions. And, in spite of themselves, the sculptures are indeed compositions — unlikely yet
persuasive schemas. Sonnier handles space with purest aplomb,
and this prompts a grace that just “happens,” falls into place. No
magic. Where there is natural and authentic ease, a certain artistic
gift emerges. It used to be called “having an eye,” somewhat like
perfect pitch in musicians. The gift is a common asset in great
designers — and clearly a benison for an anti-form artist.
The second question, regarding newness, is seldom at issue in our time. In today’s art, not much does, or can, look new.
Sonnier looks new. In part, this has to do with his recurrent allusions to technology — an affirmation, possibly, of modern art’s
long and imperishable fascination with the theme. “Until Today”
includes some obvious examples. Chief among them is Syzygy
Transmitter (1995), a construction so persuasive you almost expect it to whirr and flare. But, when broadly considered, the great
majority of Sonnier’s work carries an undeniable technological
aura. Hours after visiting the exhibition, what you see, in memory,
is a glowing realm that suggests all-encompassing mechanization
— signifying, arguably, a super-charged modernity. Neon is the
metaphor. Sonnier began using it over forty-five years ago, and
he has transformed its gaseous bloom into a representation of an
entire era. By this I mean he understands that modernity, in all its
forces and implications, is a continuum, and his art demonstrates
this. It is forever about now.
In my inference, his neon declares modernity as a vastly
exhilarating concept — and defined by splendor and vigor and cascading new wizardries. And Sonnier renders this it unassailable.
Could there be an image more dynamic, more fearless than Passage Azur? Encountering it, you think of the maniacal energy of a
Futurist cityscape. (Indeed, a waft of Futurist techno-vitality hangs
over much of what Sonnier does.) And another work, the gently
beautiful SHMOO—O.G.V., might easily simulate a fragment —
perhaps the inner workings — of the most magical device in Sonnier’s modernity, a device still to be created. And for the presiding
insignia, we have two choices: his New Blatt Cinema (2016) and
Mastodon (2008), both shrewdly concise and both pointing to an
irresistible trait in technology: its strange poetry.
Contributing further to the “new” in Sonnier is his ongoing ability to astonish. Despite his long career, I see it as the stirring energies of an artist who has retained a youthful temerity. He
still takes aesthetic chances. In Rectangle Diptych, what strikes
you is the work’s apparent arbitrariness — the idea that its elements might be merely assembled, and temporary; the idea of an
artwork fashioned offhandedly, almost by chance. But of course,
this is nothing of the sort. Sonnier’s feat here is a simple — but not
so simple — matter of placement. And it is based on a distinct rig-

SOMETHING SHOULD BE said of the peculiar transforming
capacity of neon, what it does to color — possibly why an artist
might be drawn to it. Illuminated color is one thing, neon quite
another. It is a mannerism of illuminated color, rendering a strange
amplification. And its extremes can provide a rich, layered poetry.
Faced with the broad range of “Until Today,” you feel this. At
one moment there is the general inspiriting tone and, at another, a
certain mystical quality. It might also conjure a certain poignancy. You think of the culture where neon reigns, or rather, where
it reigns in our consciousness: the culture of night-life. In this
sense, neon fairly denotes night-life. Again, my Acadiana night
rides come to mind, with the radiating club lights in the distance, in
the fog. Extremes always induce their opposites, and those festive
evenings, extravagant in memory, seem backed by melancholy —
the way you often intuit a down mood behind a gleeful face in a
nightclub. For me, Passage Azur evokes this experience most
strongly. It hovers, defines the space with exhilaration, but its tone
is so insistent that the opposite reveals itself. It becomes the interior of some late-night boite, a place where — in the lyrics of
the corny yet moving pop song — people play and “watch their
broken dreams dance in and out of the beams of a neon moon.”
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ELLIOTT GREEN: Chronogel, 2017. Oil on linen. 16” high. Courtesy of Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans

Color Flow
BY MARIAN S. MCLELLAN

ELLIOTT GREEN
“Reverb”
Jonathan Ferrara Gallery
New Orleans, LA

a land of make-believe. In fact, Green avoids any definite landmark in favor of an onomatopoeia sort of color play to express the
visual sensation of psychospace. The result is not unlike a computer-generated image, detached yet engaging.

IF MARSDEN HARTLEY had met up with phthalo green, the
resultant intermingling might have resembled “Reverb,” a series
of predominantly green landscapes at Jonathan Ferrara Gallery by
New York-based artist Elliott Green.
Characterized by striated bands lapping over mountains
and valleys, the oil on linen paintings create a panorama of coolness, chromatically and psychologically, and posit the viewer into

But back to Hartley. As it happens, a young Hartley
spent a summer at Green Acre in Eliot, Maine to study Eastern
religions. Established in 1894 in support of universal peace, the
utopian Green Acre provided the artist with a platform into mysticism. This interest led Hartley, according to one account, to create
paintings that were “artistic expressions of mystical states.” The
results are often tactile, like landscape signage, hence the correlation to “Reverb.” Green’s Chronogel is especially reminiscent of a
Hartley landscape, with its aggressive reference to geological formations brusquely noted in sweeping wavelengths of greens and
9

ELLIOTT GREEN: Babygrass, 2018. Oil on linen. 36”h x 80”w. Courtesy of Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans

blues amid shards of white. Sidestepping the peripatetic Hartley’s
visual allegiance to a particular locale, Green appears less concerned with factual topography and instead opts for a fantastical
rendition of how a place of thought might appear by way of free
association. With titles like Stomach City, Instinct, Dopamine, and
Rubber Fountain, the last of which offers up a hefty helping of
phthalo, we know “Reverb” follows a psychogenic path.

be a division of any kind. Certainly, the title does not offer much
help. A similar quandary is experienced throughout “Reverb.” It
is apparent that Green’s artistic influences, directly or indirectly, include Max Ernst’s automatism, and there are out-on-a-limb
moments in Stomach City and Instinct that evoke Ernst’s Europe
After the Rain and The Elephant Celebes, respectively. In fact,
despite the title, Stomach City holds the viewer’s attention due to a
thoughtful juxtaposition of color and chaos.

Throughout the exhibit Green approaches the picture
plane as one might a piece of stationery or music manuscript,
wherein fabrications meander across horizontal premises, albeit
zigzaggy ones. Depending on your point of perception, the cinematic Babygrass could be remindful of Dorothy’s yellow brick
road, only here the “road” is blue and divides slightly mirrored images, with one side being darker than the other. For sure, Green’s
paintings are fueled by adlib and encourage the viewer to make
his or her own association, kind of like a Rorschach. The dividing
blue may not even relate to a receding road in the slightest, nor

Experimentation plays a large role in Ernst’s enigmatic
works, and in addition to Green’s paintings being saturated with
color, technique is also essential to the show’s appeal. Without
Green’s calculated manipulation of paint, the paintings would
not be. Technique drives each painting into being and oftentimes
comes across as the subject. This could result in an overly ascetic
outcome but Green appears to take joy in the ride and arrivals,
never overstaying, from one painting to the next.
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NICOLE CHARBONNET: Mythologies No. 14 (King Midas No. 1) (After Warhol), 2018. Acrylic, plaster, paper on canvas. 5’ high. Courtesy of Arthur Roger Gallery, New Orleans

What Came Before
BY MARIAN S. MCLELLAN
ting since a portion of Charbonnet’s statement for the exhibit explains that her method of image-making is to “…create surfaces
that retain or reveal a memory of preexisting stages, resulting in
a palimpsest in which some images…are obfuscated, while others
remain visible…” Charbonnet’s skillful use of flurried strokes of
paint to activate the picture plane enhances her surface-conscious
paintings and strongly recalls the modus operandi of Joan Mitchell.

Nicole Charbonnet
“Key to All Mythologies”
Arthur Roger Gallery
New Orleans

CONTINUALLY SHIFTING BETWEEN what is there and what
is not defines local artist Nicole Charbonnet’s “Key to All Mythologies” at Arthur Roger Gallery. Comprised of predominantly blue
studies on paper, and paintings reliant upon a pastel palette, the
overall feel of the exhibit is light, airy and fading-fast, as though
the images are not intended for lasting judgment. Which is fit-

In a 2010 Walkthrough video posted on the gallery’s
website,, Charbonnet states that she is “building on what came before…updating what came before.” Thus, “Key to All Mythologies” leans heavily on the past, in particular, an art historical past,
11

NICOLE CHARBONNET: Study for Mythologies No. 17. Acrylic and plaster on paper. 12” high. Courtesy of Arthur Roger Gallery, New Orleans

and depends on the viewer’s acknowledgement of that particular past. This is especially true for the relatively large paintings
though less so for the smaller studies on paper which are displayed
collectively on the gallery’s walls. While the quaint acrylic and
plaster on paper studies do evoke artists of the past, in particular
Degas, they appear less self conscious and more fascinated with
the mercurial nature of discovery. Study for Mythologies No. 35
and Study for Mythologies No. 17 are exemplary of the studies,
featuring just enough line to define each figure. No. 35 gives us
a faded view of a seated female nude whose “remains” shan’t last
long. The muted palette of No.17 is more in keeping with the cyan
blue color scheme of most of the studies, and presents the torso
of a male nude. Like the other studies, there is an antiquated feel
about the piece, as though appropriated from a fresco.

The acrylic, plaster (and sometime paper) on canvas
paintings have a more worn, eaten-away look but the actual surfaces are quite pristine and contemporary. Charbonnet plays a bit
of a mind game in the relatively large paintings, conjuring old and
tattered surfaces and artists from our learned past, and then mixes
it all up with canvas-size nudes that resemble centerfolds from a
magazine. Typically, the nudes, presented alone or in pairs, are
painted in the same, unrealistic beige/tan skin tones, so that their
presence in each painting creates a time warp. But this is in keeping with Charbonnet’s assertion that she is “building…and updating on what came before.” As with all of the paintings, Mythologies No. 14 (King Midas No. 1) (After Warhol) evolves from a flat
white background and ensures the restriction that we are to stay
focused on the immediate surface. Poised over a smattering of
12

NICOLE CHARBONNET: Mythologies No. 22 (After Michelangelo), 2015-18. Acrylic, plaster, paper on canvas. 7’ high. Courtesy of Arthur Roger Gallery.

turquoise, two male torsos, headless, are in close proximity, with
one flexing his muscles. The outline of another male is situated
between them.

Charbonnet’s paintings that incorporate the white surface into the figure, fresco-like, are particularly pleasing though
perhaps more tame. Mythologies No. 27 (Sleeping Venus) (After
Giorgione) depicts a modern looking female nude, headless of
course, jauntily walking forward amid hints of other female forms,
while a splash of pink lends a graffiti air. The pastel palette of Mythologies No. 22 (After Michelangelo) recalls the musings of the
smaller studies. Here, the apparition of a male torso hovers in front
of a mostly hidden figure. As Charbonnet says in the Walkthrough
video when discussing her methods, her art is “a means to an end,
it’s not the end in itself.”


As with No. 14, Mythologies No. 4 (Adonis) is billboard-like. Here a male torso is seen beside what is possibly another figure. A rash of convoluted strokes of blue obliterate the
hidden figure, like itinerant markings on a public sign or billboard.
Sometimes Charbonnet’s affinity for innuendo becomes less than
subtle and overtly self-conscious as in Mythologies No. 20 (After
Michelangelo). Here a male torso appears heavy handed, though
it might be due to the surrounding monotone of peeling reds.
13

RILEY TEHAN & NATALITA: “6 : An Unbirth”. (From the Video and Audio Meditation) 2017-2018. From “Louisiana Contemporary,” Ogden Museum of Southern Art. Collection of the Artist.

Two for White Linen 2018
BY KATHY RODRIGUEZ
Contemporary Arts Center and the sixth iteration of “Louisiana
Contemporary” at the Ogden Museum of Southern Art showcased
abstraction, documentary photography, sculpture, and video made
by artists throughout the state and region. At the Ogden, “Louisiana Contemporary” exhibited the current state of artistic production as viewed by curator Courtney J. Martin, Deputy Director and
Chief Curator at the Dia Art Foundation Basis. At the CAC, the
title of the exhibition curated by Allison M. Glenn suggests issues
that are continually pertinent to New Orleans, and the track that
flows toward it via the Mississippi River.
The Ogden’s annual open call brought twenty-five artists
together for the show “To Make it Explicit.” The curator’s statement describes her experience as a “budding art historian,” in a situation in which a high school friend brought home a painted chair

LOUISIANA CONTEMPORARY
Group Exhibition
Courtney J. Martin, Curator
Ogden Museum of Southern Art
CONSTRUCTING THE BREAK
Group Exhibition
Allison M. Glenn, Curator
Contemporary Arts Center

LAST FALL, TWO group exhibitions across the street from each
other for White Linen Night in New Orleans formed two concurrent surveys of art in Louisiana. “Constructing the Break” at the
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ELENA RICCI: Vista / Minutia: Caddo Parish, 2017. Inkjet archival print. Collection of the artist.

from travels on the bayou. From an early time, she remembered
scrutinizing this “painted sculpture” and realizing that it marked
one person’s growing ability to appreciate and cognizance of art
as object, and art’s ability to change one’s perspective. It is this
phenomenon that fuels Martin’s choices for inclusion in the broad
swath of works that fill the exhibition, which include several preeminent artists currently locally producing.
The first prizewinner in the exhibition at the Ogden is
a video by Riley Teahan & Natalita. In a society that is increasingly observant of gender disparity and violence, the video that
these artists present is timely and appropriate. However, scenes
of one woman incessantly yanking another’s hair speak to the
ways women can turn against each other despite the desire for solidarity. Other passages involving women anxiously gyrating as a
group, peering into the lens of the camera, suggest awareness of
collective discomfort. It is extraordinarily difficult to effectively
communicate the degree of distress experienced by any group as
a result of subjugation to tyranny, and this film does its best by
depicting a variety of women suffering a collective pain.
Southerly Gold, a group of three women photographers,
exhibits one of their photographs from journeys throughout the

state. It is a full-color diptych showing a small pile of soil positioned next to a dirty window, reminiscent of mundane photorealistic paintings by Richard Estes. It is one of a series of works
that explore “a curiosity for the stories and histories of Louisiana
as a whole.” This investigation has resulted in a body of work that
depicts the quiet, domestic, and social moments of the rural South.
The work could be regarded as voyeuristic, as reality shows have
capitalized upon stereotypical and admittedly somewhat truthful
versions of personalities and inhabitants of the state. However,
the group successfully portrays poetic qualities of Southern life,
based in the love of this climate and land, with dirty windows and
contemplative considerations in imagery to show for it.
Photography is a large part of the exhibition, but two-dimensional work in general builds much of its bulk. Craig Berthold’s Helvetica and the Sea is an image depicting waves reminiscent of Hokusai’s famous print in his (and his daughter’s) series
about Mount Fuji. The title refers to the font of the text that rises
above the tumultuous surf at the bottom of his picture plane, forming a field of grayed cream sky familiar to anyone who has gazed
over Lake Pontchartrain in the middle of a summer afternoon.
Some of the text is partially erased, which creates a value scale
15

CRAIG BERTHOLD: Helvetica and the Sea , 2017. Acrylic on eraserboard. From “Louisiana Contemporary,” Ogden Museum of Southern Art

Center’s group show. Three of these “floodwalls” or “footings”
protrude from the gallery wall, again like prototypes for display
and consideration as effective means of protection. Glenn, the curator for the exhibition, would be familiar with this icon of southeastern Louisiana architecture, as she served as curatorial associate
for Prospect 4: “The Lotus in Spite of the Swamp.“ While the title
of this iteration of the triennial directly cited jazz as its influence,
it also inevitably evokes the watery muck that forms much of the
landscape, which Niven’s “footings” might hope to hold at bay
when it becomes too saturated, too full, to be livable.
The exhibition “Constructing the Break” at the CAC purports to consider the landscape in general, Twain-style, as it ca-

as variable as that found in the clouds scattering the atmosphere
above the water. Letters arranged horizontally evoke the sheets of
rain that sometimes streak in the same direction during the middle
of the year, predictable like clockwork, much like the regularity of
the text.
Sculpture’s part serves primarily to remind the viewer of
New Orleans’ floodwalls, which are iconic markers of the city’s
vulnerability. Jack Niven’s small-scale concrete works, collectively titled “footings,” are like prototypes for water barriers. Their
designs range from straightforward and blocky to complex and
guttered, capable of withstanding various kinds of floods.
Niven’s work is also included in the Contemporary Art
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JACK NIVEN: “Footings”. 2018. Concrete sculpture. From “Constructing the Break,” at the Contemporary Art Center, New Orleans.

reens against the banks of the Mississippi perpendicularly against
the east/west divide of the river across the country. The river indeed marks time, as stated in the press release, not only as it passes
through the regions marked by the artists, but also in its flow toward the Gulf. The annual threat of flood marks this time as well,
as its levels rise and fall, in turn threatening the inhabitants of its
banks.
Joris Lindhout’s Tar involves a multi-media approach
to the most dire of effects on the river and the waters into which
it spills: the oil industry. Eight years ago, the BP spill affected
all wildlife, flora and fauna, along the Gulf coast. His “personification of oil as a vengeful substance” positions the industry as
a Gothic monster, a Victorian nightmare that creeps through the

landscape. His photographs recall the skies in Roger Fenton’s images of atmospheric ruins, with the actual waste negated in favor
of the evocative horror of the sky.
Jenna Knoblach’s series Magenta Alert documents an
“endurance performance” that involves walking through water in
a plastic bubble. This may be the way of navigating this landscape
in the future, where a protective field is the only means by which
one can experience the toxic climate that is the result of overproducing its waters. According to the artist, magenta, as the complement of the color green, is the highest contrast hue to emphasize its
opposite’s vitality. By using this color to contrast the landscape,
Knoblach in turn emphasizes its potential and sacredness, in an
effort to plea for its protection. Knoblach’s work also fulfills the
17

JJENNA KNOBLACH: From “Magenta Alert”. 2018. Photography & Audio Composition. 2017. Featured in “Constructing the Break” at the Contemporary Arts Center, New Orleans

curatorial mission of the exhibition, to consider the “intersection
of the body and the landscape-from the gentle overlap of conceptual practices and the physicality of environments to spatial politics
that are deeply embedded within the social fabric of this country.”
With this statement, the curator points to a social landscape that
ignores some of the most pressing concerns on its overall well-being.
These two exhibitions explore two different curatorial
views on the region. One comes from a perspective of memory,
and the other from a more current experience. At the Ogden, the
title of “Louisiana Contemporary” is deceptive, as the curator de-

signed the exhibition from the vantage point of detached nostalgia.
At the Contemporary Arts Center, the curator chose works that
voice contemporary concerns. Both give voice to subjective interpretations of the area, and it is interesting to view how the curators
view the region, by holding a mirror containing their visages towards the art being produced here. It’s always worth investigating
that kind of viewpoint, as it reflects perceptions of this part of the
art world’s activity.
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NANCEE CLARK: Waking, 2017. Oil on canvas. 36”h x 42”w. Courtesy of Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans

Do You See What I See?
BY MARIAN S. MCLELLAN

22nd Annual No Dead Artists
International Juried Exhibition of Contemporary Art
Jonathan Ferrara Gallery
New Orleans

certain drugs…is the way these experiences, at their best, block
every mental path forward and back, immersing us in a…present
that is literally wonderful.” Perhaps not a direct testimony to art,
but perhaps in keeping with art critic Peter Schjeldahl’s account of
Giacometti’s reaction right after viewing a film and walking onto
a bustling street prompting the artist to “see reality for the first
time…”

WHILE WE SHARE a common need for food and water with
other planetary guests, visualization seems to be a human trait,
and media of late finds the act of art to be worthy of more than
just a passing thought. In his latest book, Michael Pollan writes
“one of the things that commends travel, art, nature, work, and

There’s more to the above quotations, but in keeping
with the review at hand, let us say that the 22nd Annual “No Dead
Artists” show at Jonathan Ferrara Gallery has an immediate, unselfconscious feel, with the fourteen artists choosing their subject
matter as they see fit, which for most is the timeworn human fig19

REID NICHOLLS: Lines, lines, lines, 2018, ceramic, glaze, clay pigment, paint, acrylic glass. 60h x 32w x 28d in .Courtesy Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans

allel to Watteau’s Embarkation for Cythera. In Barron’s version,
male politicos frolic with femme fatales beneath a rain of McDonald’s fries.

ure. Emphasis on representation of human form dominates and is
remindful of various periods of art.
Hieronymous Bosch and Watteau find their way into the
playful acrylic on canvas paintings of Florida-based muralist Joseph Barron. States Barron, “I’m exploring the past both visually
and sociopolitically…I believe, that maybe more than ever, art is
needed today, to preclude conflict and attempt healing.” His detailed statement continues with “there is a need for art which hands
itself over in an enlightening, sympathetic way.” With quick
strokes of delicate color, Barron’s four entries depict timely tales
of farce and fury amid backdrops of airy landscapes. Reminiscent
of an outdoor stage setting, Draining the Swamp is a historical par-

While Barron’s background has long been grounded in
art starting with a Pollock-Krasner foundation grant soon after
graduation from the Art Institute of Chicago, the Nigerian–born
REWA holds an undergraduate degree in Physiology and Pharmacology and currently works for a Johannesburg Stock Exchange
company. Nonetheless, the five acrylic and ink on canvas paintings by this self-taught artist include neither scientific instruments
nor financial advice. Rather, her colorful paintings present solitary
views of women sitting in cropped interiors.
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AMY SCHISSEL: Animate Ground 2, 2015. Acrylic, graphite, charcoal, ink on Fabriano hot press paper. 85”h x 105”w. Courtesy of Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans

At first glance, the series strongly recalls Alice Neel’s
confrontational portraits along with Philip Pearlstein’s elaborate
modeling of skin and muscle, though REWA’s subjects of Nigerian women are clothed, and their skin multi-colored, like stained
glass. In her artist’s statement, REWA says “I want my audience…
to look at one of my women and be able to identify with her story
and the meaning behind her name. I want her to represent a message, a memory, a story or a prayer for the viewer.”

blue chair, lost in thought and oblivious to the viewer, while URI
sits affirmatively, arm across bent leg. In both works subtle hints
of African motifs are evident, especially the woven technique used
in URI’s clothing.
Florida native Nancee Clark’s three paintings of figurative narratives recall Balthus’ curious enactments and employ
soft passages of sparse modeling of color. We are reminded of
illustrations from a quaint storybook intended for an adult audience, though children wouldn’t be too off put by the aerial view in
Illusion of a nude woman on sofa in front of a dark froth beneath
crouching kitty in foreground.

The titles of REWA’s paintings are likely the names of her
subjects, and in part of her artist’s statement REWA refers to the
importance of names in Igbo culture. INA UNO lounges across a
21

REWA: INA UNO, 2018. Acrylic and ink on canvas. 36”h x 48”w. Courtesy of Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans

peculiar circumstances that are decidedly rural and possibly southern. On the faculty of Missouri State University, Taylor’s artist
statement confirms this assumption, “I playfully fabricate memories with my spouse, parents, siblings, and in-laws as I fill in the
holes caused by the loss of stories.” Bathed in rosy pinks, Kids
Go Bump in the Night has a mama barging into a children’s room
filled with goats and scattered Cheetos, while the more sinister We
Interrupt This Program features a heavyset male in white t-shirt
sharpening a knife before a food-laden table, oblivious to the contentious couple at open door.

Clark, who recently retired from her faculty position at
Ringling College of Art and Design, states that her paintings “are
enigmatic narratives about parading time, cycles and absurdities
allegorizing our movement through physical life and knocking
against the depth and awareness of the spirit within human experience.” The highlight of Clark’s repertoire on view is the fully
resolved oil on canvas Waking. It appears the couple seated before
a pale blue tabletop is overcome by thought, seated as they are
outside, white egret in tow.
The oil on canvas paintings of Missouri-based Kerra Taylor are ambitious, most of the four are over 5’ wide and packed
with visual rhetoric, describing domestic scenes playing out under

Out of sorts with the “No Dead Artists” exhibit, which
perhaps makes them especially noteworthy, are two pieces hiding
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JOSEPH BARRON: Draining the Swamp, 2018. Acrylic on canvas 36”h x 24”w Courtesy of Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans

The only piece in the exhibit that beckons touch yet one
dare not, Lines, lines, lines by New Orleans-based Reid Nicholls,
stands 5’H x 32”W x 28”D. Made of ceramic, glaze, clay pigment,
paint, and acrylic glass, the roughly textured, curving structure appears soft despite its rigidity and repetitive, undulating push. Originally from Ohio, Reid says he “uses abstraction to create compressed symbols referencing the body, manipulation of line, and
landscape.” For sure, without line, there’d be no direction.

				

in the second gallery and occupying much of that space. Measuring 85”Hx105”W is Amy Schissel’s loosely hanging Animate
Ground 2. Originally from Canada and now based in Pennsylvania, Schissel is also represented with two colorful paintings in the
exhibit. Animate Ground 2 is a predominantly gray drawing in
acrylic, graphite and charcoal on pieced-together paper. Recalling an unleashed Tanguy landscape, rectilinear and organic shapes
collide and comingle in congested space, inviting us to decipher
the undecipherable. In her statement, Schissel asserts “I examine
how the abstract painting/drawing can be coaxed out of being “old
media” with the application of digital language to the painterly
field.”
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Mildred Thompson: Wood Picture, c. 1967. Wood, paint nails. 161/4”h. New Orleans Museum of Art

Of Contrast & Harmony
BY KATHY RODRIGUEZ
thus, is one that is open to possibility; one that is mutable and
changeable, a medium that is liminal and can exist on multiple
levels.
Two exhibits at New Orleans Museum of Art prove the
question of painting has persisted for decades. Mildred Thompson’s paintings and prints comprise “Against the Grain.” Made
during the 1960s and 1970s, these Wood Pictures mostly utilize
the warm tones of the materials, punctuated by hidden strips of teal
or angles of Yves Klein-like blue. Three screen prints accompany
the paintings, using Suprematist formal language in their organization of deceptively geometric shape. Like seeing a painting by
Malevich or Mondrian in person, the edges of the rectilinear forms
gently brush out, breaking their planes.
In the Grand Hall, prayer flags made by Tina Girouard in
collaboration with Haitian artists use sequins as a textural element

MILDRED THOMPSON
“Against the Grain”
New Orleans Museum of Art
TINA GIROUARD
“Bondye: Between and Beyond”
New Orleans Museum of Art

WHAT MAKES A painting? The curators for the publication
New American Paintings have for years challenged the notion of
painting, including various other media within the genre. Flipping
through a random issue, one can find fiber, glitter, ink, printmaking, ceramics, graphite, charcoal, burned paper, and crayon listed
as materials – the list goes on, and on. The concept of painting,
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Mildred Thompson: Wood Picture, c. 1971-72. Wood, paint nails. 39”h. New Orleans Museum of Art

in addition to creating a vibrant palette. The imagery combines
icons from various religions, pattern, and text. This amalgamation
of form speaks directly to the rituals for which these flags would
be used; Vodou as a religion is itself a combination of practices.
These sparkling textiles evoke a sense of magic and the spiritual
realm, like peering over the surfaces of mosaic tiles in the sunlight.
Given the time period in which she made them, Thompson’s non-objective compositions might seem anachronistic.
However, like Philip Guston revolted against the pure abstraction
of his past, Thompson embraced non-objectivity in contrast to the
politically and socially charged art of her era. Katie Pfohl and
Melissa Messina remark in their catalog essay for the exhibition on
the elements of individuality and time that the material of wood is
able to communicate. By emphasizing the wood’s natural properties – in addition to tone, the knots, grain, and texture of the wood
are left bare in many of the works – Thompson evokes the growth
of the source material, which record both natural and man-made

interventions – marking each board with a singular identity.
Thompson began this series by working with discarded
fruit boxes, which are imprinted with text. These rough boards
are intentionally ill fitting, though carefully nailed to a substrate
in Minimalist patterns. The gaps between them suggest the trials Thompson experienced as a female black artist in the United States, during an era of racial violence that still persists. This
spurred her life-long travel among countries, to Germany in particular, where she worked among a forest of trees, the wood speaking
to her and molding her aesthetic.
Two whitewashed Wood Pictures could be taken to have
racial connotations – the white paint eradicates and erases the
variety of browns beneath it. However, as Robert Rauschenberg
thought of his White Paintings as clocks, Thompson’s works are
also a testament to time. One of Thompson’s white Wood Pictures
protrudes with rib-like wood shards, positioned between organic
blocks that suggest vertebrae. This horizontal spine is a fragment
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Mildred Thompson: Wood Picture, c. 1966. Found wood, acrylic paint. 251/2”h. New Orleans Museum of Art.

of a skeleton, emerging from a dig like a piece of forensic evidence. The other also evokes a spinal column made with discarded
clothespins attached to a vertical block. Both suggest the passage
of time and decay, in their reference to the human body stripped
bare of its flesh. Peel away the layers, too, and human forms, while
each unique, are structurally the same.
The prints, which are singular arrangements of primary
colors punctuated with deep green, suggest the kind of social harmony championed by members of de Stijl. Each arrangement balances out the intense variety of color in urban-like layouts. They
are also figurative, each like a face or body confronting the viewer.
Thompson communicates the hopeful possibility of unity among
diverse elements in strong figure-ground relationships in the compositions.

principle of the universe,” according to the museum text. Utopian
ideals embodied in de Stijl and other modern movements could be
said to relate to this concept, in that the intention of them was for a
higher good, though not religious.
Gender boundaries are blurred in Haitian sequin work;
men often are in charge of the beading and sewing, which is traditionally within the realms of “women’s work” in the west. Engaging in the work herself, Girouard created a kind of balance or
harmony, bringing harmony to the practice. She was well aware of
the connections between Haitian culture and those in Louisiana,
and acknowledged the “cross-pollination” that occurs between the
two.
The iconography in the flags indicates the cultural crossover that makes the religion of Vodou unique. Often banned from
practicing their religions, Haitian slaves combined imagery from
Catholicism with their own religious ideas to enable the continuance of their religious rituals. In Vodou, invisible spirits called Iwa
exist in a liminal space, able to move freely between human and
spirit worlds. The flags, which incorporate iconography from dif-

UNION OF VARIOUS components is evident in “Bondye: Between and Beyond,” the exhibition of Girouard’s prayer flags,
made with her collaborators, especially Edgar Jean-Louis. Bondye
is the term for the Supreme Being, the “pure goodness and highest
26

Tina Girouard: Marassa, 1992. Sequins, beads, fabric, 72" high. Collection of the Artist ©Tina Girouard.
__________
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Tina Girouard: Simbi. 1992. Sequins, beads, fabric. Collection of the artist.

Tina Girouard: Sobo Bade. c. 1992. Sequins, beads, fabric. Collection of the artist.

ferent religions, call forth to these different entities, glittering with
their infusion of magical power.
One of the most compelling images in terms of crossover is Marassa, which pictures the most ancient Iwa, the sacred
twins of Vodou. According to museum text, these twins are hermaphroditic in that they are separately male and female though
both at the same time. This mystery recalls the Catholic belief in
the Trinity, the oneness of father, son, and spirit, though the three
are distinct entities. The flag’s composition is divided into four
quadrants, each containing a twin. Circular motifs punctuate the
squared pattern, which is vertically reversed. Radial balance in the
composition implies continuous movement and equal distribution,
which conceptually relates to the ability of the Iwa to move among
planes, and a desire for balance overall. The reversal suggests reflection, as well as the upside-down world of the carnivalesque.
Legba is the “guardian of gates and doorways,” the protector of the boundary between spirit and human worlds. The text
describes the ritual of calling Legba at the beginning of Vodou
ceremonies to facilitate the passage of Iwa. The flag shows an entwined creature struck with phallic arrows and surrounding a yonic

shape. An upside-down clock strikes the center of the composition, again suggesting the carnivalesque, but also a direct reference to time. While this concept is subtly indicated in Thompson’s
materials, this icon has a strong connection. One might also think
of the numberless clock at the center of Matisse’s painting The
Red Studio, which symbolizes the timelessness experienced in the
practice of creation.
That concept rounds full circle to the concept of painting
itself, which in modernism is in part a record of time: the artist’s
movements over the surface, and the viewer’s movements over the
work. Both Thompson and Girouard engage the notion of time,
and some of the language of paint: texture, color, and flatness,
especially. Though the forms are disparate, content intersects in
these works. Whether subtle or overt, both exhibits are testaments
to the contrast and harmonization of unity and variety. Both leave
the viewer with thoughts of the possibility of balance.
q
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SIMON GUNNING: Two and a Half Hours with a Cottonmouth, 2018. Oil on canvas. 48”h. Courtesy of Arthur Roger Gallery, New Orleans

Life Cycles
BY KATHY RODRIGUEZ
for movement. Their associations with slavery and transport in
part bring forth a history of the development of spiritual ballads
and communication that related the reality of this life. Though
iconic in their capacity for transport, as well as their associations
with the South, they are also subject to deterioration. Two exhibitions consider these boats and other boat forms as a motif and a
metaphor for the similar vulnerability of the human body and the
transport of the human spirit.
In “Shipwrecks and the Atchafalaya,” Simon Gunning’s
fifth exhibition with Arthur Roger Gallery, paintings depict abandoned boats, left foundered on the banks of the Southeastern Louisiana river. Gunning’s paintings are slathered with luscious oil,
luminous with Turner-esque light and color. The Australian-born
painter’s oeuvre consists of depictions of the area’s landscape, including the swamps that make the subject matter of this work. Pale
atmospheric skies lit by whitish hanging suns look over gentle,

SIMON GUNNING
“Shipwrecks and the Atchafalaya”
Arthur Roger Gallery
New Orleans, LA
RAINE BEDSOLE
“Passage”
Callan Contemporary
New Orleans, LA

BY THE FIRST decade of the nineteenth century, the successful
invention of the steamboat transformed the practice of river travel.
This new technology afforded not only easier long-distance travel,
but also changed commerce forever. Their dangers of explosion,
vulnerability to attack, and propensity to occasionally sink were
no deterrent to their attractiveness and viability as a modern means
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SIMON GUNNING: Baudelaire’s Dream, 2017. Oil on canvas. 60”h. Courtesy of Arthur Roger Gallery, New Orleans

murky waters punctuated by fields of glowing green cypress, oaks,
and marsh grasses. The swamps ripple with quiet currents as egret
wings or errant southern breezes wave them.
The wreckages in the work in this show are markers of
final, failed attempts at passages. Broken boards, bent steel beams,
tattered lines, and decaying hulls emerge from swaths of unctuous
impasto. The paint’s physicality and plasticity elegantly translates
the curves and tweaks in the abandoned forms. Drybrush techniques, especially in Behind the Batture, represent the rough decay
overtaking the decomposing remains of these once water-thriving
bodies.
Images of Louisiana crabs appeal to the culinary senses
popularized in this region. These creatures, which scurry below
the surface of the water, are a moving carpet along the swamp and

river floor from which one can pluck a meal with a string and a
turkey neck. Cheeky inclusions of newspaper texts – the tablecloth
of the seafood boil – painted into the compositions refer to the camaraderie and bacchanalian aspects of the culture surrounding the
family gathering to feast on the fruit of the waters of the swamps
and rivers. One titled Get Your Ya-Ya’s Out recalls that sentiment,
as well as the live Rolling Stones album of the same name, which
appropriates the title of a blues record by Blind Boy Fuller. The
title enhances the sensory feeling of the painting, inducing echoes
of the music while viewing the work. The text adds formal texture to the compositions, and evokes associations with words like
“opinion” and “bench” related to the ritual of consuming this food,
which includes gossipy banter and communal seating in most if
not all cases.
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SIMON GUNNING: Get Your Ya-Ya’s Out (Pontchartrain Blue Claws), 2018. Oil on canvas. 60”h. Courtesy of Arthur Roger Gallery, New Orleans

The press release states that Gunning was interrupted in
this body of work after a visit to Lake Verret, a “virgin cypress
swamp” that captured his imagination. Drawings and paintings
from his experience of sitting in this swamp, rendering from life,
form about half of the works on display. Two Hours with a Cottonmouth is a record of the most formative moment in this series,
when Gunning realized after two mornings of drawing the scene
that the eponymous poisonous snake attended him less than a foot
from where he was sitting. A large egret swoops near the middle
of the picture plane, a spiritual symbol sometimes regarded as the
presence of the divine. In its compositional placement, it intervenes in the picture plane, much like the anecdote suggests some
power did the same on the artist’s behalf.

A portrait of the snake in one of the drawings gives homage and immortalizes the dangerous animal. The potential of death
inherent in that image is akin to the associations of memento mori
and still life present in the other work, which also references consumption whether by the landscape or through the mouths of hungry people. This contrasts with the meditative quality of the vistas
Gunning found at Lake Verret, just east of the Atchafalaya.
SPIRITUAL PRESENCE is a strong theme in the work of Raine
Bedsole, whose concurrent exhibition at Callan Contemporary titled “Passage” also deals with the theme of movement through
water. Bedsole’s use of the boat as a motif is long-standing in her
work, and these vessels float in the air, hanging from the ceiling
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RAINE BEDSOLE: “Passage," 2018. Gallery view. Courtesy of Callan Contemporary, New Orleans, LA.
__________

in the middle of the gallery. Clustered in a tight group, they appear as a ghostly flotilla, carrying invisible souls to another port.
One drawing of a boat form included in the exhibition if partially
constructed from slivers of maps, documents that guide from one
place to the next.
The titles of the individual boats bring more specific content to the work. Lachesis, which is constructed of rosy copper,
refers to a genus of snakes – another link between Gunning and
Bedsole’s exhibitions – that live in Central and South America.
Their venom is used for homeopathic treatments, including for
menopausal symptoms.1 The color of this form, which is contrasted with polychromatic antique book covers, recalls the colors of
the reptile’s scales and the warm flow of female reproductive processes. Rhea refers to the name of the mother of the gods, associated with fertility, and dysmenorrhea, or chronic menstrual pain
(which could hypothetically be relieved by a venom treatment).
Elpis is the Greek goddess of hope, and Até the Greek goddess of

folly, usually perpetuated by some naïve heroic act. The intertextualization of these Western deities in the titles of the sculptures
creates content about the cycle of life and the desires and wishes
of the flesh, which releases the spirit to another realm.
Bedsole twines Western and Eastern spirituality and
philosophy in a series of cast bronze Buddha sculptures that line
the gallery walls. The artist states that the original statues came
from different Buddhist countries, and that several came from her
grandmother, given to her when she was a child. She says the revelation this religious practice made in contrast to her upbringing
in the Bible Belt was profound, and formative in her decisions
to bring Eastern and Western influences together in this work in
a more literal way. Their blue patinas suggest age, and the time
that has passed from her childhood moment to this one. The Buddhas are perched atop pedestals formed from books by and about
Plutarch and other Greek and Roman philosophers from a small
bookshop in Rome, as though a symbiotic flow of philosophical
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RAINE BEDSOLE: Lachesis. 2018. Bronze, copper, antique book covers. 18”h. Courtesy of Callan Contemporary, New Orleans

RAINE BEDSOLE: Lachesis. 2018. (Detail). Bronze, copper, antique book covers. Courtesy of Callan Contemporary, New Orleans, LA.

thought could be achieved by joining the two sources of meditation and inquiry.
The mudras or hand gestures held by the Buddha figures
have no intentional significance, but they do suggest “touching the
earth.” Bedsole says she has studied the particular gestures, but
often they are covered in patina or obstructed by other forms she
has added to the sculptures. Coupled with the grounding of the
figures in books, the gestures suggest an attachment to the earthly
realm even while in a meditative state or spiritual fugue, a kind of
lifeline that links the spirit continually to the three-dimensional
plane. Mental, physical, and spiritual movement flows continually
through this thread. Reflective Buddha, a twinned sculpture that
positions one figure below the other, is a more literal depiction of

flow, as well as representation of the balance of yin and yang.
Both artists contemplate humanity and its life cycles. As
suggested in vanitas painting, the penultimate form of memento
mori in the medium, human achievement and progress is tempered
with reminders of the vulnerability of the mortal coil. Flesh houses the soul, and in many belief systems it is from this form that the
spirit will eventually be released to its next destination. The motif
of boats in each exhibition is the iconography of this transport and
release. The artists both visualize this process through meditative
visual language and content.
q
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Gene Koss: "Through the Valley." Installation, Arthur Roger Gallery, 2018.
__________________

Gene Koss & Home
BY TERRINGTON CALAS
counter with his work, some years ago, when sculpture that wedded steel and glass was still somewhat novel. At the time, the
stand-outs in that medium were select pieces in major museums —
sublimely suave pieces — by Christopher Wilmarth. And those
Wilmarths appeared to be less sculpture than nuance epitomized
— deploying glass in a sort of discreet genuflection to light itself.
Their supreme tastefulness approached the invisible. But Koss’s
work was a world apart. He constructed forms of inescapable
physicality, and they registered as such — even when glass held
sway in the design. For him, glass relinquished its symbolic delicacy; it became the declarative equal of steel. And together, the
two materials afforded an emphatic presence: rugged, space-intruding, visually insistent.
Koss’s early sculptures, in fact, were simple pieces — at
least, when viewed as motifs. But they were grand and assertive.
You felt vaguely diminished before them. They were also intelligently fabricated. Their immediate impact trumpeted two things:
rigorous method and the tough realities of steel and glass. The
latter seized you. Koss seemed to be saluting the very essence
of his genre. In effect, his work embodied a cogent statement of

GENE KOSS
"Through the Valley"
Arthur Roger Gallery
New Orleans, LA
__________

Oh, David, you were as delicate as Vivaldi and as strong as a Mack truck.
— Robert Motherwell, 1965, for David Smith, a valediction by his best friend.
In Europe, some years ago, I often heard of an aesthetic called the
“American style.” It meant toughness. A prescient critic
clarified what it really meant — that the style was pure irony,
that its goal was to mask sensitivity. — Calvin H Harlan, 1982.

GENE KOSS HAS no small talk. His art reflects on the strength
of our very culture. And, at the same time, it reveals — however tacitly — the artist himself. The result is a singular amalgam
which has been his keynote for well over twenty years. Today, all
the more, it affects keenly.
Koss’s “Through the Valley” (a Fall 2018 exhibition at
Arthur Roger Gallery) recalls for me an early and surprising en34

Gene Koss: Oakville Levee Wall.
___________________

sculpture’s fundamental object-affirming character.
But there was more. There was a certain psychological texture in what Koss had done — something deeply subjective. And
it seemed incongruent. A distinct frisson alerted you. It became
clear that Koss’s concerns leapt beyond self-referential sculpture
so typical of the time. This was a bravely ambitious art. Today it
is still so.

situation now — social, political, moral — is a dispiriting morass.
It feels unprecedented. And it’s impossible to ignore. Koss’s respite, I must add, is a complex one. It appeases with some large
and praiseful truths; also, uniquely, it rewards the eye; and, with
admirable reserve, it speaks of a personal disquiet and of memory
— the sovereignty of memory. I will return to this.
"THROUGH THE VALLEY," constitutes a sort of cultural exaltation and, it would seem, a much needed deflection. Fortitude
suffuses the show. With steel and glass, Koss constructs rugged
yet scrupulously considered emblems that signal a pervading national glory. The two principal pieces — Through the Valley and
Oakville Levee Wall — feel heroic, unassailable but, at the same

YOU SEE AMERICA in his sculpture, or, rather, a particular vantage on America. For us, in these unquiet times, he submits a kind
of respite, not to say a buffering diversion. And of course, we
need precisely that. Our current vulnerabilities demand it. The
35

Gene Koss: Oakville Levee Wall - Maquette, 2017. Steel and glass, 9.75" high. Arthur Roger Gallery, 2018.
____________________

time, restrained. You’re struck by the contradiction, but their apparent strength convinces. Alluding to levees and dams, they all
but declare national prowess. They herald the triumphs of modern American ingenuity, expressly the formidable ingenuity of our
way with the land — both for agriculture and for sheer continuance. The works speak of engineering astuteness but, finally, they
are like monuments to the resolve of a people.
The massive Through the Valley is the obvious tour-deforce of this show; nothing could be nobler. But Oakville Levee
Wall transfixes. It’s a model of formal discretion: a deceptively
simple design, but in fact a loaded one. Koss presents a vertical,
slab-like form of constructed steel. Ten glass inserts, narrow and
angular yet gingerly curved, adorn the top. The whole is asymmetrical. Yet somehow it exudes the quality of classical balance,
an almost Doric poise. And there is, I must emphasize, an exquisite diffidence. Initially, it seems to be solely about its own peculiar brand of classicism. Then almost immediately, you grasp the
metaphorical suggestions: the steel alluding to power and tension
and blockage; the glass denoting water, nature’s rush. Manifestly,
this piece depicts an occluding wall, but a wall now reimagined
and restated by way of prudent concision. Here, without recourse
to hyperbole, Koss renders a salute to industrial command — and
to the nation.

A notable aspect of Oakville Levee Wall centers on its
ready appeal to the eye and, more important, on how that appeal
is controlled. There is, first off, the character of Koss’s chosen
materials — patently, materials of inherent beauty. To be sure,
it’s hard to resist the seductions of patinaed steel or the variegated
richness of cast glass. And, in this work, they’re both fully showcased. Such engaging surfaces carry their own power. For a brief
moment, you’re reminded of the visual charms of some prized
“found object,” specifically the sort of tabletop treasure one often
sees in artists’ homes, an object selected for its “authenticity” and
its accidental or unwrought beauty. Oakville could certainly suggest such a thing, albeit on a grand-scale. At first, it seems rescued
from the real world — raw, unsullied by art. But, in fact, almost
everything you see is stage-managed, including the rawness. For
the viewer, that rawness proves an effective lure. It guarantees a
novel fascination. Ultimately, however, what dominates and holds
you is the sculpture’s evocative force, and that trivializes the very
idea of surface enticement. It trumpets “unique, symbolic schema,” charging every inch with meaning.
In Koss’s art, the visual appeal is hardly limited to inherent effects. There is also his “touch,” an uncanny ability to poetize what might be termed a machine shop idiom. What he does
is hard work, physical hard work — tough and veritably hostile
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Gene Koss: Through the Valley, 2018. Steel and cast glass, 81x192x55 in.
____________________

to refining efforts. And yet, Koss seems incapable of creating a
graceless form. The tradition he follows, an industrial strain of
Constructivism, is rarely so fluent. In America, the most obvious forebear was David Smith, particularly in his milestone 1950s
work — that post-Cubist collaging of units, often found metal or
disused implements. But Smith’s formal energy and abrupt, daring
syntax are one thing; the easeful mode here is quite another. Koss
makes a suave business of collaging steel to steel and steel to glass.
The task is chiefly a question rigorous design, of proportions. In
Oakville, for example, he manipulates the three essential masses,
sizing them and positioning them within a lucid, almost Renaissance harmony. What results is a visual flow that deftly tempers
the severity of his medium.
A closer antecedent — at least, in terms of general tenor
— might be classic-period Anthony Caro, an instance where unwieldy metal was transformed into works of balletic elegance, and
with dazzling color to boot. Closer still, perhaps, is post-minimalist Richard Serra, the maestro of paradoxical brute aggression and
lyricism. It may seem odd mentioning Koss and Serra in the same
discussion; there is nothing “brute” about Koss’s work, despite his
cumbrous materials. He is certainly a more guarded sculptor than
Serra, and scarcely as menacing. But he exhibits a similar gift
for orchestrating spatial drama: penetrating and commanding the
viewer’s space with a jolt of grandeur. And he does so with uncommon tact.
You see this in the measured thrust of Through the Valley,

the way it sweeps “rationally” into the gallery setting, one angular
form mounting the next — as if inevitable. It implies a mathematical coherence. The sense of incursion is fully mitigated, and the
sculpture’s visual push, while enormous, feels welcome, almost
inspiriting. Of course, there is also the nod to industry. That’s
unavoidable; this is a 16-foot-long, steel and glass image of power. Still, the piece is anti-menacing. It may read as an engineer’s
forcible barrier, but it’s exacting rigor soothes intellectually. You
ponder it the way you ponder sublime modernist architecture —
that genre of “building-as-sculpture.” It speaks of formal logic; it
confirms the life of the mind.
When you consider Koss’s poetizing of heavy, obdurate
forms — especially with regard to Serra — the issue of surface
appeal necessarily returns. So does a key imperative of their shared
high modern heritage. Serra has always seemed firmly committed
to the “truth in materials” dictum, or faktura, the Russian Constructivists’s bid that a substance should be used forthrightly, “naturally”— its physical properties unaltered, its manipulation made
obvious. He remains, in that sense, a rare purist. His (famously)
rusting metal and conspicuous scrapes and claw traces are the testament.
Koss is not so fanatic. His attitude toward materials appears to be less ardent than respectful. Of course, there is little
doubt that he relishes the natural features of steel and glass — the
patina, the dense translucencies. And he certainly retains them,
but only up to a point — and, it seems, only with expressive in37

tent. Those features denote a vehicle, not a goal. What they lead
to is the true affair. And that, arguably, is a subjective core: a
potent blend of feeling and thought. This is evident in Oakville
Levee Wall. Observe the sienna-hued oxidation. Koss wields it
— “paints” into it — with grinder passages that register, rather,
as fierce dark-on-dark configurations. You imagine the temper
of an Abstract Expressionist painting. In effect, the sienna and
deep umber of weathered steel have become his palette and the
constructed wall his canvas. The result is a dramatic field, and it
suggests exactly what you see in Abstract Expressionism: emotion
reified. This sense, furthermore, is doubled by the context. After
all, the sculpture is essentially classical; it exudes the legendary
“calm grandeur.” But on its stately form, Koss’s configurations
look almost rash; they fairly startle the eye with intensity.
Composition, too, plays a significant part here. Initially,
that somber field on Oakville might seem little more than a pictorial skirmish. But in fact, it is formally sound. It has a surging, Franz
Kline-like syntax — visceral and wayward yet eloquent. After
a moment, you perceive a visual cadence. And you see the path
your eye must follow. It is a jagged one, with sharp turns and
double-backs that echo the angularity of the crowning glass inserts
— and thus, it serves to unify the total piece. But more important,
this complex design also underscores the emotional intricacy, and
it confers a suffusing tone of gravity. It steers you, finally, through
an elusive drama.

life is the machine, his American madeleine. And he presents it in
many guises, always with a remarkable knack for the iconic — his
way of rendering the just-right metaphor. In the earlier work, he
employed such private icons in an apparent attempt to recall and to
proclaim his heartland Arcadia. This was accomplished chiefly by
the bearing of the sculptures. Certain pivotal works come to mind:
Baler, Gyp’s Wagon, Bridge. In every instance, at first, Koss did
what he does best: conceive a design of utter efficiency. (He is
a Midwesterner, and the condition shows itself.) The result was
a multi-ton, intimidating construction which he managed to accord with supple lyricism. Then, astonishingly, he made it appear
to soar. Extraordinary, yes, but convincing. All of these massive
sculptures looked somehow buoyant. Indeed, they manifested a
sense of elation not unlike Matisse’s many versions of The Dance.
The symbolic effect was almost identical. Moreover, Koss’s works
yielded the same Edenic state-of-mind — that Matissean locus of
transcendent peace, a paradise existing only in dreams, or in recollection.
The paradise that Koss evoked — sought to revive — was
a world made pleasant by ingenious machines and made splendid
by memory. It signified a certain vision of bucolic youth, a delicious moment favored by nature. Reality or fantasy? It hardly
mattered. Koss’s sculptures prompted the vision. They transported you. And in your head you saw a dream America, complete
with tranquil farmland, and perfect fields — as impossibly perfect
as the crisp furrows in a Grant Wood landscape. And you were
persuaded of the power of nostalgia. But this was no ordinary nostalgia. With allusive and discreetly-wrought imagery, Koss had
ennobled it.

IT IS POSSIBLE, however, that the drama is not actually so elusive. It may connect to the artist’s own experience. The grave
tone is the key. You detect it not only in Oakville but in Through
the Valley too. A ponderous solemnity pervades them. They feel
meditative, soul-searching. This seems a true departure from Koss’s signature 1980s and 90s work. His larger theme, to be sure,
abides — with imagery that exalts the power and poetry of agrarian
America. But a once exuberant mood is now more contemplative.
And notably, the sculptures seem more personal than ever before.
Of course, a measure of personal concentration, an inwardness, was always integral to Koss’s art. In fact, it was that
quality, taken to happy excess, that struck me in the earlier sculptures — and perhaps what garnered much of their wide appeal.
The work was shrewdly autobiographical. And it felt earnest and
profoundly human at a time when contemporary sculpture rarely
trod upon the terrain of lived experience. I say “happy excess”
because, during that period, Koss frequently heightened this personal aspect. He revealed a romantic impulse. Some of his pieces
practically announced exhilaration — and on a heroic scale. They
effected, it seemed, a subtext of golden reverie: mental leaps pointing to some ideal moment. It was like a sustained soliloquy, and
every sculpture was an utterance in the discourse — genuine and
stirring and imbued with sentiment, but never a murmur of sentimentality. Koss’s formal rigor kept that in check. But, unmistakably, you perceived the leap: an underlying rich nostalgia. Memory
as bliss. Those hefty agricultural implements — analogized and
streamlined — became conduits to an idyllic past. Koss’s soliloquy, granted, was about the land and the marvels of agriculture, but
tellingly, it was also a celebration of home.
Koss’s principal inspiration has long been the memories
of his youth on a modern Wisconsin farm. His link to that distant

IN THE NEW WORKS, the heartland paradise is again insinuated.
But now, apparently, his view of it is without elation. The sense
of industrial glory, which centers most of his work, is there too,
but it seems veiled in a philosophical air, perhaps a poignancy.
Oakville Levee Wall and Through the Valley are reliably magisterial, and they feel steadfast and heroic like the great implements
they represent. But their aura is dead serious — weightier, darker.
This is conveyed not only by the roiling drama on Koss’s steel
surfaces. There is also the very presence of the sculptures: their
near-oppressive density, their ruggedness, their seeming intransigence — all of this drenched in solemnity. The effect staggers.
And it colors the Arcadian dream that you envision within Koss’s
art. That dream, perhaps, emerges now as fragile.
Again, to consider Koss’s inspiration: memory is the profoundest wellspring, and possibly the most perilous. We use it
to restore innocence, to fill emptiness, or for some brand of redemption. In art, employing it requires a double-consciousness, a
facility that separates the serious artist from mere operators. Koss
has that facility. These moving works are the evidence.
In the new sculptures, you see nostalgia transformed into
pure poetry, tough and disciplined yet lyrical. Still, they are a reminder that nostalgia has an inevitable, melancholy component. It
is about longing. Koss constructs memories of an American idyll
that is both beautiful and noticeably shaded. I think of Thomas
Wolfe’s admonition and the sad elusiveness of home.
q
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Claude Ellender: Bayou Lacombe (triptych).

The Academy at 40
BY JUDITH H. BONNER
Recognizing the city’s need for an art academy modeled
after the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, the oldest art academy in this country and the birthplace of American Realist painting, Auseklis Ozols founded the New Orleans Academy of Fine
Arts in 1978. His intention, which was to preserve and perpetuate
the techniques and traditions of representational art, is clearly evident throughout this exhibition. Two years after Ozols founded
the Academy, he was joined by the late Dorothy Jurisich Coleman
(1919-2018), a partnership that gave momentum to the foundling
academy and propelled it into the strong institution that we have
come to know today.
As one would expect, the two artists are featured in this
show, Ozols with three self-portraits and Coleman with two watercolor nature scenes. An entire wall in one gallery, draped in
white bunting, commemorates the achievement of seven deceased
faculty members, including Franklin Adams (1933-2008), Daniel
Breaux (ca. 1947-2004), Xavier DeCallatay (1932-1998), Katalin
Gergo, Robert Guthrie (ca. 1958-2014), Dell Weller (1927-2017),
and Patricia Whitty (1943-2008). Situated in the foyer near Ozols’s
large self-portrait, the late Kinsey Branham’s bronze bust of Coleman captures the sitter’s personality, as well as being an excellent
likeness of this intense patron of the arts. Branham’s design for the
bust and its overall harmony is evident in the ovals and curve of

NOAFA 40th ANNIVERSARY
Faculty Exhibition
New Orleans Academy of Fine Arts
New Orleans, LA

THE NEW ORLEANS Academy of Fine Arts is celebrating its
40th Anniversary with artworks by the past and present artists who
have served as instructors at the academy. Many of these artists
have achieved recognition in the region, with some having national reputations.
The works on view include paintings, drawings, photographs, and sculpture executed within these four decades by fifty-eight faculty members. The galleries are presented salon style,
with two-dimensional and three-dimensional works, most of
which have representational subjects: portraits, landscapes, seascapes, genre scenes, figure studies, bird and animal studies, and
still life paintings. Collectively, the Academy’s current exhibition
presents an overview of the life of the academy and the success of
its faculty.
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OWEN MURPHY: El Callejon. 2019.

rhythmic rounded shapes, including the large pearl earrings and
the curved bottom edge of the sculpture.
Bill Benning’s bronze sculpture titled Sunday Afternoon
is corpse-like in its image of a reclining woman in a sleigh bed, the
swirl of her hair and the blankets offer life to the subject. Her uncovered feet convey the concept that she is resting only temporarily. Enrique Alfèrez’s (1901-1999) bronze sculpture of Mother and
Child is characteristic of his work, with the broad pyramidal plains
of her skirt serve serving as a base for the figures. The smooth
broad surface contrasts with the shoulder area that grows more
complicated as the woman holds her child upward in a moment of
tenderness. As is typical of his work, the restrained portrayal of a
fleeting moment is devoid of sentimentality.
Ozols’s three self-portraits are different in their approach
and in their composition. Referring to himself as “master or realist-observation based painting technique,” In his large canvas titled Weighted, Ozols- clad in khaki slacks and a bright white shirt
with button-down collar and rolled sleeves- looks out from his
canvas as though interrupted from his work, a brush is his right
hand and a large palette with oil colors arranged in the traditional
arch. The artist is surrounded by the type of clutter found in his
studio- stacked canvases, brushes, and jars. The canvas has an underlying complicated arrangement of rectangular shapes, diagonal,

vertical and horizontal elements. A large arrangement of brightly
colored flowers is seen in the lower left and a bucket with plants is
shown in the lower right. On the wall behind him is a landscape, a
quickly sketched oak tree. A black and white tile floor serves as a
transitional device to unite the composition.
Like Ozols, Daniel Breaux portrayed himself looking outward as he worked at his easel, with a careful balance of geometric
shapes and linear delineations of the easel and canvas, as well as
the rectangular shape of a framed nude study hanging on the wall
behind him. Breaux paints with his left hand and holds a couple
of brushes in his right hand. Also like Ozols, he wears a white
shirt with rolled sleeves. Together with his white cap and white
beard, these bright white areas contrast with the expansive area of
his black apron. In Dell Weller’s three-quarter length self-portrait,
he smiles as he looks at the viewer. Rather than working at an
easel, his arms are folded across his chest. The warm tones of his
wine-colored turtleneck offer contrast to his cool gray hair and the
rims of his glasses.
Saskia Eubanks presents one of the few works that can be
classified as a nude study, but in her large monochromatic painting
there are three nudes of nearly indeterminate gender that appear to
be engaged in a physical struggle. A mixed-media work that appears to be characteristic of classical nude studies, The Argument
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(The Voices of Silence),may also make reference to the biblical
incidence of Cain and Abel. Eubanks depicts a sign or “label” in
the lower left reading: “The Voices Of Silence / Man And His Art.”
Landscape painting is typical of works focusing on the
Louisiana bayous during daylight hours. Claude Ellender’s triptych of Bayou Lacombe is depicted in calm blue tones set off by
green marsh grass in the foreground while Billy Solitario’s painting of Horn Island is somber and cloudy. Solitario employs linear
contours and dark areas of the sky to direct the viewer’s eye to a
Great Egret in the distance. Conversely, Adrian Deckbar’s warm
treatment in Shoreline Sunset depicts swirling clouds and agitated
sea water as it is blown into a grassy embankment, with the dark
line of the opposite shore emphasizing the falling light.
George Seijka’s small oil on canvas painting of Madison
Street, Chinatown, is distinctive in its treatment and in its subject,
a less-than bucolic scene of everyday life. The only street scene in
the exhibition, the painting is reminiscent of the Ashcan School
for its focus on a row of trash cans lined up next to a store window

protected by hurricane fence style screening. In Order in Chaos,
Kathleen Trapolin takes the chain link fence a large step away
from the city scene, this time using the sparsely depicted rectangular links to contain the dead grass, roots, and graffiti-painted slab
to underscore the fact that there are many unkempt sites in the city
and its outlying rural areas.
Traditional still life paintings include tromp l’oeil works
by Darrell Brown, Martha Guthrie, and Garth Swanson. Brown
arranges Winter Squash simply, in a line across the picture plane.
Martha Guthrie’s photorealistic still life of clear glasses and a decanter is a study in the various shapes of the clear glass, placed
laterally on a white cloth and set against a black ground. She introduces lavender and peach ribbon to offer color interest to the composition. Her similarly arranged painting of an Antique Japanese
Vase offers more color in the vase, as well as in the branch with
various shades of ripening fruit. Reflections on the bowl of the
vase suggest a large room with a four-paned window. Swanson’s
busy canvas, The Rose Garnish, is clearly more complicated, with
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some question about the precise meaning of the title. A search of
the quasi-abstract canvas does not reveal a rose, but an area of
brightly painted fuchsia appears at the right. A centrally placed
glass and bottle containing a reddish liquid may refer to rosè wine,
instead of a flower.
A number of photographers works are included, with the
most noticeable of these being Richard Sexton’s large color pigment print of Staircase, Ashland Belle-Helene. The textured walls
with peeling paint on the walls of this decaying plantation home
appears almost tangible.
Victoria Ryan’s soft-focus split tonal silver gelatin prints
stand in contrast to Sexton’s crisply focused image of a Sharecropper Cabin. Both of Ryan’s nature prints have warm tones in
the center. In Audubon Ducks, the viewer looks through meshed
grasses to see ducks floating in the distance. In another print, Into
the Mist, one looks through a tangle of branches into a lighted
clearing. Owen Murphy’s two travel prints of San Miguel de Allende are straight forward, one showing a highly textured view of

a home, partially concealed by a cluster of foliage, a tree trunk,
an ironwork fence, and architectural elements of the home. In another print, a woman is seen as she walks down an alleyway lined
with Mexican Papel Picado banners suspended from a series of
ropes across the alley. John Lawrence’s print, Laundry, focuses on
a freshly ironed man’s shirt. Like Seijka’s street scene with trash
cans, Lawrence’s print underscores facets of everyday life. Lawrence’s print, however, clearly accentuates an orderly, structured,
higher plane of life.
These concepts underscore the unanimous voice of those
who have served as faculty through these forty years. Evident
throughout the exhibition is the emphasis on traditional fine arts
techniques, excellent craftsmanship, and fundamental visual design elements and principles. One is reminded that it was Ozols’s
awareness of the decline of these artistic concerns in art development throughout the country that led him to establish the New
Orleans Academy of Fine Arts.
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Bonnie Maygarden: Paradise II, 2018.

Reflections: Notable Exhibitions
BY CHRIS LEWIS
and sunsets, that are just out of reach, that cannot be captured and
must be experienced. “The beauty… stops us in our tracks, freezes
time, and causes us to focus… on the visual.” Maygarden is interested in a perfection that feels unattainable and unbelieveable.
And by using meticulous illusion, asks the viewer to slow down, to
question and absorb what one sees. Hers is work that must be experienced to be understood, like the effects of light itself, as she’s
seeking to capture the essence of light through painting, using the
glow, fade, and transitions of color. “Color creates an emotional
response, a fleeting happiness, a glimmer of paradise.”
Indeed, in the gallery space, as one transitions from the
generically smooth, white display walls, to a sized window of
topo-gradient color and texture, and then back to flat dry white and

BONNIE MAYGARDEN
“Paradise”
Jonathan Ferrara Gallery

WORKS THAT REFLECT the innovation of Bonnie Maygarden’s
proprietary technique and characteristic style of hyper-real, trompe l’oeil paintings were recently unveiled at Jonathan Ferrara Gallery. At first glance, her paintings appear three-dimensional but
further inspection reveals the incredibly detailed layers of paint.
Throughout, Maygarden is seeking to create imagery that hearkens to the sublimity of light, and color. She’s inspired by fleeting
moments of natural phenomena: especially light, such as rainbows
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Sandra Burshell: Orange Cup. Carol Robinson Gallery.

SANDRA BURSHELL

back again – the experience could well inspire a sort of journey
through a series of extra-dimensional, parallel realities. Each invoking quiet, solemn reflections of some of the deeper possibilities
of nature.
Monochrome tones effect an almost dreamlike sequence
of exploration, inner reflection. Gradient colorings enhance flatness, suggesting that one might prefer to drift, or float, to another
region of the landscape below. In Night Swim, the subtle transition
from muted yellow to dark brown is like light on a pier offering a
choice between warm safety or darkness. In others, textures like
fallen leaves, crinkled, torn paper, and creased, rippled fabrics, are
displayed under spectra-colored light, in flawlessly virtual, three
dimensional relief. Enormously complex, they offer a chance capture of a moment in space|time when chaos has had its say. The
hyper photo-realist method challenges viewers to discover more.

“Luminous Spaces”
Carol Robinson Gallery

SANDRA BURSHELL CREATES colorful pastel studies of
moody, light-affected spaces, sometimes occupied by a human
form, if only momentarily, where one stage of time ends and another begins. Between occupied and not. Her figures are integrated
in a way as defining and being with the space and providing its
longed-for and awaited purpose. “Man is present, whether visually in the scene or just by his footprint.” The artist seeks to find
beauty with the use of light and shadow, atmosphere and mood.
The result often appears as an homage to our natural tendency to design, care for, and nurture our spaces, while sharing
with them life, endowing meaning, and purpose. Like standing in
the hall, peering into the room of a loved one who is away: those
things which we dare not disturb have significance beyond simple
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utility and our own understanding. Burshell’s use of deep shadows
and warm light offer chance cause for reflection, adoration, and
memorialization, during the fleeting transitions from dark to light
to dark again, that endlessly occur with the passage of time.

JAMES FLYNN

“Meta●Morphic”
Callan Contemporary
EXPLORING THE REALM of possibilities where fantasy and
reality meet and co-mingle to create – possibly by accident – the
universe we currently see and experience. Highly interactive, personal challenges to both mental and physical conceptions of space
and matter.
Flynn’s use of UV reactive acrylic paint on panel, paired
with appropriate lighting would certainly create a compelling effect.
The works appear with less illusion, more exploration
– of particles, and the space between them. Fractally toroidal
shapes. Spheres that seem to twist and undulate but which would
in fact appear the same were those faces turned to center. Provocative mental gymnastics might include attempted mathematical
conjecture and supposed optical peculiarities, while considering
those solid, heavy spheres framed in squares or on their own, with
themes shared in common by modern theoretical physics and ancient cosmology. As Mona at the Speed of Light IV would demonstrate: the physical, becoming.

James Flynn: Mona at the Speed of Light IV, 2019.

Just try and closely examine a section of the grid of pointillist-like particles being squeezed and stretched atop a field of
dark stripes, which seem to cut across the canvas at varying angles, and you might for a moment forget the rendered masterpiece.
Much like her famous expression, the illusion is there, though
probably not the point.
Each work begins to feel oddly familiar, like the visions
that appear as precursors to dreams.
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Teresa Cole: Rejection V.
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work, 2018), we see natural hues, carefully crafted materials, and
great appreciation for each distinct, local process and style. Cole’s
intaglio “pattern” prints are many-layered and at times feel like
studies, demonstrating contrasts and harmonies between ancient
and modern motifs. In these, her colors are warmer and she combines them with patterns that affirm the overall conception of each
piece as both a survey and an honoring of diverse peoples and their
cultures.
The Rejection series seems a kind of departure from the
other works. While they incorporate some of the same tile-like
patterns, Cole included some mysterious elements awash in muted blues, browns and tones of gray. Lines are more chaotic and
free-flowing. Fading silhouettes and portrait-like shapes rise and
fall beneath the top layers. The works seem to follow their own order. Consider Rejection V and Rejection X. As they transition (in
feeling) from dark to light, a unique luminosity emerges, and the

TERESA COLE

“Imperfect”
Callan Contemporary
A SUITABLE VISUAL experience by Teresa Cole follows the
earlier Flynn show at Callan Contemporary. Her architecture-inspired woodcuts, layered geometric prints, and textile-like patterns
are almost like bolts of fine fabric. They reflect her continued
exploration of fine craftsmanship and artistic similarities among
world cultures, and seem as much about the places — their traditions and processes — as about the result.
Native designs and techniques gathered from research
in Japan, India, Argentina, and Spain present an amalgamation of
textures and, when grouped together (as in Black & White Patch46
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designs become less traditional – more offhand – with a delightful,
almost whimsical approach. Rules and conventions barely peek
out from beneath the surface.

remain “behind the scenes.” Even Tennessee Williams was a family friend, and set one of his famous plays at the family’s Garden
District home in New Orleans.
One is compelled to look at Bultman’s paintings until
there is no time left to do so. The piece included from his Wave
series — with its large, broad, flowing strokes of cobalt blue over
a leathery chocolate background — is a favorite. Cool. Timeless,
and unforgettable.
Earlier works on paper and canvas favor heavier sketchlike geometries but make way for ones of more flowing, nuanced
forms; his lines, over time, will later transcend, and become a part
of the subject themselves. A few of his rare sculptures were also
on display, with Rorschach-like effect — raw, powerful, personal
explorations. Overall, his enduring palette is bold and rich; with
warmly contrasting backgrounds effortlessly giving rise to undulating and overlapping — sensuous — shapes. His latest period
using painted paper collage would bring qualities of his earlier and
middle periods together with poetry — and grace.

FRITZ BULTMAN

“Fritz Bultman: 100 Years”
Octavia Art Gallery
“FRITZ BULTMAN: 100 YEARS” is both a celebration and an
important retrospective, with examples of sculptures and his later
works utilizing paper collage. The exhibition offered a glimpse of
how Bultman’s style and technique developed rapidly and evolved
faithfully with the times. As a member of the New York School,
with friends and contemporaries such as Robert Motherwell, Willem de Kooning, Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, and Clifford
Still, he was quite an important and influential figure in modern
American art, in a number of ways, while somehow managing to
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Bill Iles: Swamp Shallows, 2018. Oil on canvas, 48”h.
__________

BILL ILES

now: a snapshot of nature and its latest whim. The paintings are as
much about the place, as about the myriad of life that occupies and
makes it uniquely ours.
Iles’s works instill a sense of quiet awe, as we float slowly
along in our pirogue and then find a spot to linger. To speak aloud
would perhaps hinder our enjoyment of the mix of the sounds of
life and enduring silence surrounding us. Muted oranges, greens,
yellows, browns, and blues help to convey the calm and serenity of
the region. Reflecting waters in Pond Totems II reveal hidden details of shaded greens and darkness from under the canopy, adding
another layer of wonder. One can easily become absorbed with
each mirrored detail. Stands of trees are posed as if for a family
portrait. Or they could be old friends. Calm as classic still life —
fun, for those of us who know that the swamps are anything but
still. Blink, and what might we miss.
q

Recent Works
Cole Pratt Gallery
BILL ILES, THE celebrated artist and teacher from Southwest
Louisiana, showed recent works at Cole Pratt Gallery. The paintings reveal a pride and heart for a place well known for its beauty
and mystery. We’re shared an intimate view of the artist’s joys
and love for his home. With composition, tones and elements that
call to mind Henri Rousseau (Moonglow on the Calcasieu), the
colors of Braque (Stand of Bald Cypress), even Monet’s famous
water garden (My Walden) — rather than stepping back and taking
in the expanse of yet another landscape horizon — we’re invited
and guided and shown in detail the variety of flora that can only
be truly enjoyed from within the very thick of the forests, swamps
and bayous of the artists’ homeland.
Swamp Shallows is familiar and alive, it’s dark sections
of sky scored by striated cypress growing high above unpredictable waterlines. It’s about then, of origins possibly long ago, and
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Tanja Gant: Ego Sum. Graphite drawing.

The N.O.A.A. 2018 Annual
BY JUDITH H. BONNER
was held in 1904 at the recently constructed Athenaeum at 1205 St.
Charles Avenue. Members of the group reportedly influenced Isaac
Delgado to donate funds to build a museum of art. Following the
construction of the Isaac Delgado Museum of Art (now the New
Orleans Museum of Art), the Art Association held its exhibitions
there for many years.
Following its successful show last year, the Academy is
again undertaking the important role of hosting the Art Association’s annual exhibition in its galleries. The works on view include
abstractions and traditionally representative subjects: portraits,
landscapes, marine scenes, street scenes, genre scenes, figure studies, still life paintings, bird and animal studies, and other scenes
of nature. Media ranges across the board, including oil, acrylic,
watercolor, ink, soft pastel, Conté crayon, and graphite.
A few paintings depict easily recognizable local scenes,
including competently painted still lifes of a single trout, a single
boiled crab, or a Schwegmann shopping bag loaded with groceries
and titled with the colloquialism, Making Groceries. These three
still lifes were painted respectively, by Jessica Crouch, Donna
Richard, and Gerry Claude. Among the artists who go beyond the
usual expectations of still life subjects is Renee Drescher’s small
oil painting of a Bear in a Box.

NEW ORLEANS ART ASSOCIATION 22nd ANNUAL EXHIBITION
New Orleans Academy of Fine Arts
New Orleans, LA

THE NEW ORLEANS Academy of Fine Arts is holding the 22nd
Annual Show of the New Orleans Art Association with more than
forty works by local artists, as well as those who are working
around the country. The Art Association has its roots in the Artists’
Association of New Orleans, which was founded in the wake of
Reconstruction in 1885 by the city’s notable artists who wished to
promote the study of the fine arts and establish a school of art. In
1901, the like-minded Tulane University professor William Woodward organized the Arts Exhibition Club, which held its exhibitions at Newcomb College. 		
Both organizations had the goal of exhibiting art works
and establishing a library of art literature. The latter group planned
to purchase at least one artwork from its annual exhibitions that
would be held for a public library. In 1903 the two groups merged
to form the Art Association of New Orleans. The first exhibition
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SANDRA BURSHELL: Rest, Relaxed, Refreshed. Pastel on paper.

torical site. Lisa Diamond uses exaggeration throughout her colorful depiction of the same famous coffee stand. A man wearing a
black bow tie and CDM cap looks out at the viewer as he holds an
oversized cup of black coffee with two seated women servers seem
to float atop the bubbling liquid. Two men wearing white aprons
appear to be engaged in conversation, with one of the men holding an overly large espresso maker, carelessly spilling the brew all
over the street. A boy walks in the white-striped pedestrian-crossing toward the open-air coffee shop carrying a bag of beignets that
break through the greasy bag onto the street. A bright yellow CDM
delivery fan is parked the wrong way at the curb next to the coffee
shop.
A work in colored ink, Moving Up, could represent the
New Orleans Fair Grounds or any race track across the nation,
Brenda Delle depicts two horses racing toward the viewer, set
against the background of a racing form.
Several artworks can be qualified as genre scenes. A
sense of quietness or stillness pervades all of them. Alan Flattmann’s nocturnal pastel drawing, titled Night Patrol, portrays a
mounted policeman overlooking Tujague’s Restaurant on Decatur
Street, while pedestrians walk on the sidewalks, the wet streets
reflecting the soft peach, green, and yellow glow of lights outside
the buildings. Rather than describing a specific narrative or event,
this genre scene, which is one of five works awarded an honorable
mention, invites the viewer to determine the narrative. In his large
oil painting titled Storm Across Carrollton, Philip Hanson hints at
the narrative without belaboring the point. A man standing on a
sidewalk looks toward a clouding sky over a large two-story resi-

In an ostensibly landscape setting, Anticipation of Changes, an oil painting on wraparound canvas, Irana Cupp depicts a
quasi-picnic scene with three speckled eggs on a plate, with another six on the napkin. Beside the plate, a water-filled glass vase
sits beside the plate, with two sprigs of berries on a barren branch
with a similarly infertile tree in the distance. The scene, which
might be located in many areas of this country, would be bleak if
it were not for the rich textural surface the artist creates over the
composition. The anticipated changes referenced in the artist’s title
would undeniably come with new life in the impending hatching
of fledgling birds and with the emergence from the dry wintery
grass and branches in the Spring. Likewise, Carol Creel’s watercolor of three Apples set within a sheer blue netting, is universal
in its subject. Creel received honorable mention for the painting.
Although Carolyn Biggio’s oil rendering of Influence, Green Bottle and Magnolias, is nebulous in its title, the inclusion of the two
Magnolia flowers establishes an obviously southern setting. The
flowers flank a red glass jug and white vase with pale blue flowers,
all of which are set against a brightly flowered drapery.
Classical floral still life painting is represented with
works by Pat Caraccioli and Kathy Daigle. In Jacques Soulas’s
oil painting of Gourds and squash, he balances the multi-patterned
colorful composition with an elliptical white border around the
bowl with small blue flowers, which separates the gourds from the
floral tablecloth.
Young Allen’s generalized watercolor view of Café du
Monde with large areas of limpid pale blue wash is a mere impression of diners and people who walk toward or away from the his50

LISA WHITTINGTON: Harlem Story.
____________

dence with attic and basement. The man is diminutive in comparison to the size of the house.
The meaning of the title of Lee Tucker’s acrylic painting,
50/50, is open for interpretation. A bespectacled, balding man sits
at his desk in a Windsor chair with a tan colored pillow behind his
back as he seemingly reads a book. The monitor of a computer is
barely visible behind a bureau or bookcase; its screen is dark. The
glow of a lamp in the corner of the desk illuminates the man’s face
and book. A legal-sized tablet litters the floor. Dawn Koetting’s
soft pastel Chef on Break is a close-up view of a man wearing a red
jacket, black slacks, and black hat leans against a counter holding
a gold fan in his right hand, a napkin across his left shoulder. The
architectural details behind the man suggest that he stands in a
Chinese restaurant. His left arm is lowered as he hold a cigarette
in his hand. He gazes off to the right as though concentrating or
observing something beyond the viewer’s vision.
Jan Wilken’s Water’s Edge, large canvas painted in acrylic, combines landscape with genre as two small Asian girls squat at
the edge of a large body of still water as the watch a goose floating
close beside them. The lightly tinted water reflects the gray sky,
creating a light-valued area against which the two girls’ dark hair
is silhouetted. Small houses or camps are visible in the forested
banks of the distant shore. The landscape seems to have an up-tilted perspective.
Dome in the Distance, an acrylic architectural abstraction
by Nancy Lassen, is reminiscent of Ida Kohlmeyer’s early abstractions. Here the cool blue and green palette is relieved by areas of

yellow, orange, and red. With distance, the geometric shapes begin
to appear as houses and other structures, with a dome in the top
right corner surmounting the cluster of muted toned shapes. The
viewer can question whether the dome is that of a church, a capitol
building, or other governmental structure. The abstract painting is
a merit award winner.
In her brightly colored non-representational watercolor
painting, appropriately titled Shapes, Leslie Landry explores elements of design and overall composition. Varying-sized circles
and squares of primary and secondary color are outlined in white
and balanced with background areas of black and deep blue. Circles appear like musical notes or colorful bubbles floating in space.
Lisa Whittington’s colorful busy composition, A Harlem
Story, shows several dark-skinned people in various types of African masks, crowns, and hats; all face forward toward the onlooker. There is much to see as the eye wanders through the canvas,
drawn into the lives of the people who look out the windows of
lighted houses in the background, with one house seeming to have
a Christmas tree in the window. Although the painting appears to
have been executed by a folk artist, the complex overall design
must have been painted by someone who is skilled in compositional design. In another oil painting, Mary Bickford depicts The
Painter, his back toward the viewer as he works on a brightly colored canvas attached to an ironwork fence, possibly at Jackson
Square. The large canvas with its portrayal of jazz musicians is
unlike that usually seen by fence painters.
A large oil painting called Fiesta Rhythm (Santa Barba51

visible behind the sculpture-like head. The overall effect is suggestive of an aged postage stamp. Portraits include William Schneider’s oil painting of a young bespectacled blonde-haired woman
who gazes intently at the viewer. Schneider underscores the intensity of the woman in his title, A Deeper Meaning. The painting was
awarded Second Prize. The meaning of Tanja Gant’s photorealist
graphite drawing of a woman of color, Ego Sum — translated as
“I am”— also has deeper meaning. The portrait, which received
third place, shows the young woman in profile view, chin uplifted
and eyes closed, as though the woman is in deep thought. In Kate
Tova’s small diptych of Birds of Paradise, painted in oil, the canvas at right features the flowers, and the canvas at left features the
head of a sulky young woman who peers at the viewer through the
exotic blooms. Once again, the meaning is unclear in this work,
which also received honorable mention.
Donna Wolfe’s acrylic painting of Rachel is the most curious portrait in the exhibition in what appears to be a mixture of
Roman Catholicism and voodoo. A blonde haired woman is surrounded by pale pink flowers; the setting behind her is the interior
of a gothic church with vaulted ceiling. In the lower right quadrant
is a group of baby dolls. In the lower left quadrant is the inner
workings of a clock. On her left hand the woman wears a ring
with oversized hands of a clock set at 9:00—either at morning or
at night. A large snake, its tongue flicking, coils around her neck,
downward and over the mechanics of the clock.
Other prize winners include Sandra Burshell, who received honorable mention for Rest, Relaxed, Refreshed, a soft
pastel rendering of a woman curled up on the floral cushion inset
in a wicker chair. The deceptively simple composition relies on
carefully balanced geometric forms of the bare walls and floor,
with the central focus being on the oval chair in which the woman sits — or appears to float. Georgieholl Dussouy’s humorously
titled Bad GPS was selected for a merit award. In this largely empty composition, a snail scuttles along the sand, leaving a crooked
trail.
The recipient of First Place Award was Carol Scott for
her acrylic painting, We the People, a glistening cluster of American flags gathered like bunting at a political event. The complicated angular arrangement of red and white stripes and starred blue
fields is compelling. Carol Peebles Give Me Your Tired, Your Poor,
Your Huddled Masses is a soft profile portrait of a young woman
with a red, white, and blue headband. Behind her the Statue of
Liberty is barely visible through the gray mist. The inspiration for
the painting and the title, of course, come from Emma Lazarus’s
sonnet, “The New Colossus,” which she wrote to raise funds for
the base of the Statue of Liberty and was mounted to the base of
the colossal monument when it was installed in 1886. Especially
in days of political unrest, these two works and their titles remind
viewers of the cumulative years in the founding of this country, its
rich history, and the concepts and ideals that have long defined the
American vision of liberty.
Ten of the artists received awards for their work, but all
of the artworks in the exhibition have merit. Collectively, the exhibition offers viewers an appreciation for the artistic culture across
the country, and particularly of this city. The success of these artists hearkens back to the late nineteenth century difficult and economic conditions that existed before and during the founding years
of the Art Association of New Orleans.


ra) by Laurie McKinley is an exercise in the balance of large textural areas of the swirling skirts of a dancer, with the cool blues in
the gown of a dancer behind her. Upon first glance, the foreground
dancer dominates the composition as the blue-garbed dancer recedes into the background, yet it provides the inescapable variation and balance that provide a successful composition. The painting differs considerably from Janice Ecinja McCaskill’s acrylic
painting called Swirl Alley, with its three-quarter length portrait
of a woman wearing a purple blouse and red skirt and a diadem
of bright pink flowers in her hair. Around her head is a garland of
pink flowers interspersed with three butterflies. In the woman’s left
hand is a large lollipop with colorful swirls.
Two figures studies of reclining female nudes offer two
different foreshortened views. Charles Dupin’s soft pastel drawing
of Lying Around shows the woman lying with her head foreword,
while Gretchen Krasny’s graphite drawing, Extreme View, depicts
the woman lying at an angle across the picture plane with her feet
forward and her head hidden from view. Krasny received honorable mention for her drawing.
In a work reminiscent of Alan Shuptrine’s realism in his
rural landscapes, Kathy Stone watercolor That’s News to Me focuses on a row five mailboxes that have long endured inclement
weather. Len Heatherly’s oil painting of a cemetery scene, Eternity
– LaFontaine & Live Oaks, shows the architectural tombs catching
the sunlight behind a cluster of oak trees with the dark green matte
foliage typical of the late summer and early autumn. Andrea Hufstader’s watercolor landscape, A Piece of Quiet, is a different kind
of peaceful scene with a branch arching over a roadway, inviting
onlookers to enter a forested retreat. This watercolor sketch also
received honorable mention.
When Boats Were Wood and True, Andrew Engel’s oil
painting depicts two boats docked ashore, with the centrally located boat partially hidden by the hull of the boat at the left. The hull
blisters in an unusual pattern. Billy Solitario’s nocturnal seascape
with its Shrimper Under Moonlight, with its overall blue and green
palette is highlighted with the white caps splashing against the hull
of the shrimp boat and the full moon set in a cloudy gray sky.
Several works in the show are unusual in their choice
of subjects, notably the paintings with animals not found in this
country. Rivalry, a photorealist acrylic painting by Vickie McMillan Hayes portrays two tigers in the snow, their orange and black
offering color and grayness to the wintery scene. Ria Russo’s watercolor, The Silk Road, features a partial view of two dromedary
camels set against richly patterned green wallpaper. Strategically
placed plastic beads give texture and catch the light. Russo’s title
refers, of course, to the route from China through India and Asia
Minor over which merchandise traveled on its way to the African
continent, Greece, Rome, and Britain.
Closer to home, Joan Garvey’s watercolor rendering of
the coastal Reddish Egret on Grand Isle shows a bird not often
seen in the city. In Mark Kaufman’s watercolor painting, Black
Birds We Take Off recalls Alfred Hitchcock’s thriller called Birds.
Kaufman depicts two birds flying through a dark woman’s hair, her
face registering anguish. The image combines a study of birds in
flight with that of portraiture.
In his portrait of Marcus Tullius Cicero, Clarence Lott
paints the orator’s head in grisaille, but set against a warm ground
the color of an aged manuscript and the name “Cicero” partially
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Still from The Death Of Stalin. Joseph Stalin (Adrian McLoughlin).

Pulling Back the Curtain
BY JOHN MOSIER
his cramped apartment, the NKVD is hauling people off. Hearing
the knock on his door, the poor man fears the worst. He embraces
his trembling wife: tell them anything.
The record is cut and delivered. The delay has been noted, the officer says ominously. But then the recipient isn’t pleased
either. Welcome to the last days of Stalin.
Yudina has stuck a bitter denunciation into the record
sleeve. Stalin (Adrian McLoughlin) puts the record on. He’s enjoying it. The note slips out. He reads it, is laughing. As we
watch, right in the middle of his laughter, he has a stroke.
The opening sequences are a bold move. But the story of
the concert is firmly entrenched in Stalin lore, as is the idea that the
record was found on his phonograph at his death. Yudina, a gifted
pianist and a devout Christian, abhorred the great dictator—and
said so openly. Armando Iannucci’s depiction captures the grotesque and horrific reality of late Stalinism.

THE DEATH OF STALIN
Armando Iannucci, Director
IFC Films, USA

THE DEATH OF STALIN (2017) opens in 1953 with a live performance of a Mozart piano concerto being broadcast on Moscow radio. We move from the stage to the sound booth at the back. Stalin
is on the phone. He wants a record of the performance. The terrified producer can’t dare tell him there isn’t one. The only solution
is to keep the audience seated and make a second recording. The
pianist, Maria Yudina (Olga Kurylenko) refuses to perform. She
is bribed. The conductor is so frightened he has a heart attack. A
new one has to be found. He is rousted out of bed, while all around
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Still from The Death Of Stalin. Georgy Malenkov (Jeffrey Tambor).

The action explains how Nikita Khruschev came to power in the aftermath of Stalin’s death. In the main, Iannucci follows
the only coherent insider account we have, Nikita Khruschev’s selective and self-serving memoirs, written after his fall from power
and smuggled out of the country.
The events surrounding Stalin’s death and the struggle for
the succession are surprisingly obscure. Everyone involved had
a great deal to hide. So it should be said right off that, although
yes, the story is grotesque, disturbing, and downright incredible,
Iannucci paints a plausible, well reasoned, and insightful picture
that by and large is consistent with what little is known.
Anyone who studies the period can find verifiable examples of fantastic occurrences, in which people did whatever was
required in order to stay alive, all the while knowing that it might
not make any difference.
The casual viewer may well be surprised that in 1953 the
reign of terror was still going on. After all, the Great Patriotic War
had been over for eight years. The Hitlerites had been defeated, at
the cost of some thirty million Soviet citizens (like all figures from
that time, the numbers kept changing with startling rapidity). The
losses are unimaginable, as they came after the deaths of over eleven million in the Great Famine (1928-1934), the arrests of some
nine million during the Great Terror (1938-1940), with easily a

million of those being murdered. Nor did it stop. There were still
two and a half million political prisoners, and people were still
being arrested and shot.
No one was safe. There was no end to the nightmare.
One of Stalin’s final acts was to order the arrest and execution of
most of Moscow’s prominent doctors, who were accused of conspiring against him, an affair known as the Doctors Plot. But then
Stalin had his personal physician arrested and tortured to death
because he warned him about his failing health.
Seen in the cold, hard light of what we do know, there’s
nothing surprising about the story of the immediate aftermath that
Iannucci tells, even though it hardly flatters any of those involved.
Unsurprisingly, the film has been banned in Russia, and largely
dismissed by western critics as some kind of crude and only marginally successful dark comedy. Both responses are sadly predictable. The Russian one at least has the merit of being understandable. The western one is simply yet another installment in the
refusal to admit what was going on in the state the Bolsheviks
seized in 1917: the massacres of the Civil War, the Great Famine,
the Terror, and the GULAG.
Very few people who knew Stalin well enough to tell
us anything valuable survived until his death in 1953. True the
men in the senior leadership who survived Stalin’s death were still
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Still from The Death Of Stalin. Lavrentiy Beria & Svetlana Stalina (Simon Russell Beale & Andrea Riseborough).

around decades later. Most of them lived on into the 1970s (Kaganovich, the last to go, only died in 1991), but they all had good
reason to gloss over what they knew, but as the film brings out, in
various ways they were all accomplices with a great deal to hide,
were very much aware that their freedom was entirely contingent
on the good graces of whoever was in charge.
Given all that, Iannucci’s portrayals of the characters involved are insightful. Stalin surrounded himself with men who in
schooling and intelligence were not exactly the sharpest knives in
the drawer, men who had basically an elementary school education. Now men whose only accomplishment is managing to stay
alive when their boss routinely has people in his inner circle shot
almost at random are by definition not going to be nice people.
Nor will they be capable either of making decisions or saying what
they think. But they will certainly be interesting materiel for an
artist, and Iannucci has a rich pre-Soviet Russian literary tradition
of portraying just such people, from Saltykov-Schshedrin’s The
Golovlov Family to Gogol’s Dead Souls and Atrzbiyashev’s Sanin.
As Stalin lay half conscious in his summer house, his
minions, members of the Central Committee, were notified. These
men—Khruschev, Malenkov, Molotov, Beria, Bulganin, Mikoyan,
and Kaganovich—had never actually made a decision of any im-

portance. They remained alive so Stalin could preserve the fiction
of collective leadership. That this astounding fiction was actually
believed is, sadly, quite true.
But now they had to make real decisions and decide who
would replace the great dictator. After decades of close proximity
to Stalin, their only achievement was that they were still alive.
Survival required slavish devotion, obsequious servility, and a
willingness to do anything to save their skin. The film establishes
early on what it was like. Stalin is giving Beria (the head of the
NKVD) what was referred to as the “lists.” The names and addresses of people to be arrested. Beria hands out the lists to his
subordinates, adding some horrifying suggestions.
As the members of the elite leave Stalin’s country residence, saying goodbye, Beria remarks to two of them that one of
their number, Molotov, is on the list. Life is just as precarious for
the men at the top as for everyone else.
In the film, Beria (Simon Russell Beale) is the first to
arrive at Stalin’s. He immediately opens his safe, rummaging
through files. Some he burns, and some he throws out the window
to one of his subordinates. It’s an ambiguous act, since it’s not
clear whether he is simply protecting himself or is already plotting
to replace his master.
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For the Russians, this fundamental ambiguity is extremely distressing. Understandably, they would like to see what happened in the aftermath, when Khruschev emerged as general secretary and thus de facto successor, as a positive step—which it was,
why it is referred to as “The Thaw.” The Russians are as entitled
to their myths as everyone else.
But looked at objectively, it has to be said that we have
no idea what these men thought they were doing, and the film captures this all too well.
We’ve already seen that Beria is a sadistic monster who
delighted not only in torture, but in raping teenaged girls, as indeed the real Beria did. But Beale plays him as an enigma whose
motives, whose abrupt twists and turns are inscrutable. Similarly,
we have no idea whether Khruschev’s remarks (in the film) that
the leaders should back off on the arrests reflect a genuine feeling,
are part of a cynical ploy to make him popular, or are simply out of
necessity.
Steve Buscemi, who plays Khruschev, is to a certain extent overmatched by the others as an actor, not merely by Beale,
but also by Jeffery Tambour (Malenkov) and Molotov (Michael
Palin, another unlikely choice). But the role of Khruschev is a
difficult one. His reforms were real, but we do not have an inkling
as to his motives.
Like the others, he rightly fears Beria, and the basic action
of the film is the power struggle between the two men, a struggle
made all the more peculiar because Malenkov, as Stalin’s deputy,
was the legal successor to his position as party secretary. Jeffrey
Tambour gives us a vain and easily led man. He has a tendency to
repeat whatever someone else has said, and he’s basically incapable of making any decisions.
His first response, after some histrionics over Stalin’s half
conscious body, is that the committee must come to a decision as
to what to do. Practically speaking, that first decision is about
calling a doctor. A fine illustration of the ridiculous. The man has
clearly suffered a stroke. He needs medical attention, as he’s been
lying on the rug for hours.
In reality, we still do not know why there was such a delay, only that there was. The film brings out what was certainly
one reason: the last chapter in the Stalinist terror, the “Doctors’
Plot,” had resulted in the elimination of most of Moscow’s distinguished doctors. So figuring out who to call was in fact not a
trivial problem.
Where Iannucci’s actors really excel is in keeping the delay fundamentally ambiguous. It could be a deliberate attempt to
let him die, an inability to make even the most basic decisions, or
a fear of what he would do if he recovered.
What the film makes pellucidly clear is that the central
committee’s members have a positive genius for focusing on the
trivial, ignoring the obvious, and putting off decisions until reality
overtakes them. We listen to them, we see them, but it is impossible to tell what they really think. In that, the film is simply being
true to the actual situation.
The bumbling has a grimly humorous component, and the
histrionics of Malenkov over the prostrate Stalin seem excessive to
the outsider. The skeptic is advised to read the short stories of Milan Kundera before jumping to any hasty conclusions. Curiously
enough, the rather odd humor in the film, that has both disturbed
western critics and allowed them to dismiss it, was an integral part

of Soviet life in the final decades of the empire. So too with the
cynical aphorisms about human behavior. No one familiar with
the aphorism “He likes like an eye-witness” will be surprised by
the actions of the film.
It has always been assumed—not unreasonably—that
Beria schemed to replace Stalin, and the struggle that culminated
in his trial and execution forms the chief action of the film. In
Iannucci’s telling, Khruschev, crude, uneducated, regarded as a
buffoon, manipulates the others to eliminate Beria. His chief ally
is Zhukov, already in eclipse, but still the head of the army. The
others, although they hate and fear Beria, are dragged along reluctantly.
So Khruschev and Zhukov (Jason Isaacs) work together,
first to prod and cajole the other senior members to condemn Beria, and then, thanks to Zhukov’s authority over the army, to arrest
him and then to execute him.
For reasons that are not entirely clear, the Russians took
especial umbrage at how Zhukov is portrayed in the film, although
by comparison to the civilians, he comes off pretty well. Whether
or not Khruschev essentially tricked him into supporting the plot
against Beria or not, in real life Zhukov was already a marked man
owing to his popularity after the war. He was hardly unaware of
the fate of previous military leaders, and post-war, he was already
on the downward path. He was hardly so dim as not to realize his
fate if Beria succeeded Stalin, and as the head of the army, he had
a very long list of reasons to hate and fear Beria’s minions. So the
supposed alliance with Khruschev the film portrays is reasonable.
Objectively, both men come off in the film as considerably better
than they probably were.
Molotov is in some respects the most curious of all. What
can be said of a man who lets his wife be sent to the GULAG, and
presumably executed, but remains a perfervid Stalinist? That, in
the film, Stalin had already told Beria to get rid of him is probably true. Palin plays him as one of those idiotic intellectuals who
gets lost in his own rhetoric. He was indeed: reunited with his
wife, just as the film shows: curiously, they both remained unreconstructed and unrepentant Stalinists until their deaths.
It has long been an article of faith that these men deliberately left Stalin to die, although it’s equally possible they were
simply unable to make any decisions. The film shows the latter,
lets us infer the former. Their bungling certainly seems comical,
their initial exclamations of grief over the top. But given Stalin,
it is definitely logical. This was, after all, when it was worth a
man’s life to be the first person who stopped clapping when Stalin
appeared.
The weakness of the film is that Iannucci assumes a much
greater knowledge of Stalinist times than most Westerners are likely to have. As the Marquis de Custine famously observed in 1839,
“In appearance everything happens in Russia as elsewhere. There
is no difference except at the bottom of things.” A century later
and the Soviet reality was even more bizarre.
So The Death of Stalin is not a great film. But then neither Sozhenitsyn nor Grossmann wrote a great novel. But the film
tells an important story, and it does it very well.
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Readings

Proust & Pollan:
Madeleines and LSD
BY STEPHEN BACHMANN
UP UNTIL RECENTLY, Michael Pollan may have been best
known for his books on food, including: In Defense of Food: An
Eater’s Manifesto (2008), The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural
History of Four Meals (2006), and The Botany of Desire: A Plant’sEye View of the World. Most recently he has published a book on
psychedelics entitled How to Change Your Mind: What the New
Science of Psychedelics Teaches Us About Consciousness, Dying,
Addiction, Depression, and Transcendence (2018). In particular, it
focuses on LSD (Lysergic acid diethylamide) and psilocybin, (the
special ingredient in magic mushrooms).
As the excerpt which begins this article indicates, his
book includes much testimony from many people who have experienced a psychedelic episode. One point of this article is to
note how so many of them recall Proust and his observations concerning his own encounters with things like madeleines and other
environmental triggers. To wit:

When we read the testimony of these minds, we find a
striking commonality in their descriptions, even if we civilians can’t quite understand what in the world (or out of it)
they’re talking about.
--Michael Pollan, How to Change Your Mind
Whence could it have come to me, this all-powerful joy? I
was conscious that it was connected with the taste of tea
and cake, but that it infinitely transcended those savours,
could not, indeed, be of the same nature as theirs. Whence
did it come? What did it signify? How could I seize upon
and define it?
--Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time
***
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POLLAN: …many of the volunteers [terminal cancer patients
testing psilocybin] reported that over the course of a single guided psychedelic “journey” they reconceived how they viewed their
cancer and the prospect of dying. Several of them said they had
lost their fear of death completely. (pp. 12-13)
PROUST: The felicity which I now experienced was undoubtedly
the same as that I felt when I ate the madeleine. A deep azure
intoxicated my eyes, a feeling of freshness, of dazzling light enveloped me, a joyous certainty sufficient without other proofs to
make death indifferent to me…(ISOLT, VI: 256); …a joy which
was like a certainty and which sufficed, without any other proof, to
make death a matter of indifference to me (VI: 257); my anxiety on
the subject of my death had ceased at the moment when I had unconsciously recognized the taste of the little madeleine (VI: 262);
even if the simple taste of a madeleine does not seem logically
to contain within it the reasons for the joy, one can understand
that the word “death” should have no meaning for him (VI: 265);
in brief lightning flashes … those moments of perception ... had
made me think that life was worth living (VI: 507); it would be the
merest folly to be frightened of death. ... the thought of death had
become a matter of indifference to me (VI: 516)

PROUST: The habit to which you are sacrificing me again this
evening will be even stronger tomorrow thanks to the blood from
the wound that you are inflicting on me to nourish it. More imperious for having been obeyed one more time, each day it will turn
you away from me, will force you to make me suffer even more.
Soon you will have killed me. You will never see me again. And
yet you owed more to me than to the others, who, very shortly, will
abandon you. I am within you and yet I am forever far away from
you; already I barely exist any more. I am your soul, I am yourself.
(Days, 132)
POLLAN: Richards emerged from those first psychedelic explorations in possession of three unshakable convictions. The first is
that the experience of the sacred reported both by the great mystics
and by people on high-dose psychedelic journeys is the same experience and is “real”— that is, not just a figment of the imagination.
(p. 65).
PROUST: …filled me with a pleasure of a different kind from other
pleasures, which leave one more unstable, incapable of grasping
them, of possessing them, a pleasure that was solid and consistent,
on which I could lean for support, delicious, soothing (II: 88);
what I found myself enjoying was not merely these colours but a
whole instant of my life on whose summit they rested ... now, freed
from what is necessarily imperfect in external perception, pure and
disembodied, caused me to swell with happiness. (VI: 258–259)

POLLAN: LSD appears to disable such conventionalized, shorthand modes of perception and, by doing so, restores a childlike
immediacy, and sense of wonder, to our experience of reality, as if
we were seeing everything for the first time. (p.14)
PROUST: What we are doing is making our way back to life, shattering with all our force the ice of the habitual and the rational
which instantly congeals over reality and keeps us from ever seeing it.... (Against Sainte-Beuve, 267)

POLLAN: Huston Smith, the scholar of religion, once described
a spiritually “realized being” as simply a person with “an acute
sense of the astonishing mystery of everything.” Faith need not
figure. Maybe to be in a garden and feel awe, or wonder, in the
presence of an astonishing mystery, is nothing more than a recovery of a misplaced perspective, perhaps the child’s-eye view; maybe we regain it by means of a neurochemical change that disables
the filters (of convention, of ego) that prevent us in ordinary hours
from seeing what is, like those lovely leaves, staring us in the face.
(p. 158).
PROUST (related by Reynaldo Hahn): I found him at the same
place, staring at the roses. His head tilting forward, his face very
serious, he blinked, his eyebrows slightly furrowed as though from
a passionate act of attention, and with his left hand he was obstinately pushing the end of his little black mustache between his lips
and nibbling on it . . . How many times I’ve observed Marcel in
these mysterious moments in which he was communicating totally
with nature, with art, with life, in these ‘deep minutes’ in which his
entire being was concentrated . . .

POLLAN: What was most remarkable about the results reported
in the article is that participants ranked their psilocybin experience as one of the most meaningful in their lives, comparable “to
the birth of a first child or death of a parent.” (p.16)
PROUST: a pleasure that was solid and consistent, on which I
could lean for support, delicious, soothing, rich with a truth that
was lasting, unexplained and sure (II: 88); in attaching myself to
the reality of that pleasure alone could I at length begin to lead a
true life. …[our carriage] was bearing me away from what alone
I believed to be true, what would have made me truly happy; it
was like my life (II: 405, 407); I knew that this new tone of joy,
this summons to a supraterrestrial joy … contrasting so sharply
with all the rest of my life, with the visible world—those impressions which at remote intervals I experienced in my life as starting-points, foundation-stones for the construction of a true life
(V: 347); all anxiety about the future, all intellectual doubts had
disappeared (VI: 255); in brief lightning flashes … those moments
of perception ... had made me think that life was worth living (VI:
507)

POLLAN: Yet when [Dr. Sidney] Cohen finally tried LSD himself in October 1955, he “was taken by surprise.” Expecting to
find himself trapped inside the mind of a madman, Cohen instead
experienced a profound, even transcendent sense of tranquility, as
if “the problems and strivings, the worries and frustrations of everyday life [had] vanished; in their place was a majestic, sunlit,
heavenly inner quietude . . . I seemed to have finally arrived at the
contemplation of eternal truth (p. 176-7).
PROUST: And at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disasters innocuous, its brevity illusory—this new
sensation having had on me the effect which love has of filling me
with a precious essence; or rather this essence was not in me, it

POLLAN: over time, we tend to optimize and conventionalize our
responses to whatever life brings. Each of us develops our shorthand ways of slotting and processing everyday experiences and
solving problems, and while this is no doubt adaptive— it helps us
get the job done with a minimum of fuss— eventually it becomes
rote. It dulls us. The muscles of attention atrophy. (p.23)
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last chapter. (p. 306)
PROUST: I wondered if music was only as an example of what
might have been – what might have been there had been no invention of language, the formation of words, in intellectualization of
thought – a means of communication between souls. It was like
an alternative which had not been developed; humanity pursued
other options, those of language, spoken and written. But this “regress” to the arational was so intoxicating that, on leaving this
paradise, contact with more or less intelligent beings seemed to
me of an extraordinary insignificance…(Albertine Disappeared
[hereinafter “AD,” and, author’s translation])

was myself. I had ceased now to feel mediocre, accidental, mortal.
(I: 60); all my discouragement disappeared and I was possessed
by the same felicity which at different moments of my life had given
me (VI: 255)
POLLAN: For Huxley, the drug gave him unmediated access to
realms of existence usually known only to mystics and a handful of
history’s great visionary artists. This other world is always present
but in ordinary moments is kept from our awareness by the “reducing valve” of everyday waking consciousness, a kind of mental filter that admits only “a measly trickle of the kind of consciousness”
we need in order to survive (pp. 185-6),
PROUST: . . . we have to rediscover, to reapprehend, to make ourselves fully aware of that reality, remote from our daily preoccupations, from which we separate ourselves by an even greater gulf
as the conventional knowledge which we substitute for it grows
thicker and more impermeable, that reality which it is very easy
for us to die without ever having known and which is, quite simply, our life (VI: 298) ... This work of the artist, this struggle to
discern beneath matter, beneath experience, beneath words, something that is different from them, is a process exactly the reverse
of that which, in those everyday lives which we live with our gaze
averted from ourselves, is at every moment being accomplished
by vanity and passion and the intellect, and habit too, when they
smother our true impressions, so as entirely to conceal them from
us, beneath a whole heap of verbal concepts and practical goals
which we falsely call life (VI: 299-300)

POLLAN: Indeed, that feeling of transparency we associate with
ordinary consciousness may owe more to familiarity and habit
than it does to verisimilitude. (p. 352)
PROUST: I had considered Habit above all as an annihilating
power which suppresses originality and even the consciousness of
perceptions (AD)
POLLAN: Robin Carhart-Harris and his colleagues have explored in an ambitious and provocative paper titled “The Entropic
Brain: A Theory of Conscious States Informed by Neuroimaging
Research with Psychedelic Drugs,” published in Frontiers in
Human Neuroscience in 2014. Here, Carhart-Harris attempts to
lay out his grand synthesis of psychoanalysis and cognitive brain
science. The question at its heart is, do we pay a price for the
achievement of order and selfhood in the adult human mind? The
paper concludes that we do. (p.355)
PROUST: …[novels] abolish Habit and put us back in contact
with the reality of life (AD)

POLLAN: Many of the people I’d interviewed had started out
stone-cold materialists and atheists, no more spiritually developed
than I, and yet several had had “mystical experiences” that left
them with the unshakable conviction that there was something
more to this world than we know— a “beyond” of some kind that
transcended the material universe I presume to constitute the
whole shebang. (p. 253)
PROUST: The concert began, I did not know what was being
played, I found myself in an unknown country… (V: 331); … we
do really fly from star to star (V: 343); I was truly like an angel …
fallen from the inebriating bliss of paradise (V: 344); an ineffable
joy which seemed to come from paradise. ... I knew that this new
tone of joy, this summons to a supraterrestrial joy, was a thing that
I would never forget. (V: 347)

***
Turn off your mind relax and float down stream
It is not dying, it is not dying
Lay down all thoughts, surrender to the void,
It is shining, it is shining.
Yet you may see the meaning of within
It is being, it is being
Love is all and love is everyone
It is knowing, it is knowing
--Beatles, “Tomorrow Never Knows”

POLLAN: A psychedelic is liable to take all the boxes off the shelf,
open and remove even the most familiar items, turning them over
and imaginatively scrubbing them until they shine once again with
the light of first sight. (p 286)
PROUST: Our vanity, our passions, our spirit of imitation, our
abstract intelligence, our habits have long been at work, and it is
the task of art to undo this work of theirs … (VI: 299-300)

Without going out of my door
I can know all things on earth
Without looking out of my window
I can know the ways of Heaven
The farther one travels
The less one knows
--George Harrison, “The Inner Light”

POLLAN: Though “listen” doesn’t begin to describe what transpired between me and the vibrations of air set in motion by the four
strings of that cello. Never before has a piece of music pierced me
as deeply as this one did now. Though even to call it “music” is
to diminish what now began to flow, which was nothing less than
the stream of human consciousness, something in which one might
glean the very meaning of life and, if you could bear it, read life’s

***
So it would seem that those who have experienced the
effects of LSD and psilocybin are experiencing something similar
to that which Proust has explored. Pollan published his collection
of these reports in 2018. Here I would cite something I published
in 2007:
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§46. Ontology: Chemicals
By this juncture, it should be clear that Proust is not the
only person to have concerned himself with “madeleine moments,”
although he may be the only artist to have associated a cupcake
with ecstatic experience.   Poets, writers, painters, philosophers,
religious visionaries, and more, all have alluded to versions of rapture comparable to Proust’s madeleine rapture. These ecstasies
can come from many fields of human endeavor—e.g., love, sport,
work, religion, etc.—although such will always be experienced
only at the apex of each field—whether the field be love, sport,
work, religion, etc.
Again, these ecstasies are characterized by a disintegration of ordinary experience, indeed, a disintegration of the ordinary
sense of self. In ecstasy, the self—such as it exists in ecstasy—enters into direct, unmediated relationships and experiences with the
erupting and disrupting content of the ecstasy. After the rapture,
the everyday self attempts to reconstitute itself and its ways of
engaging everyday reality. The memories of rapture exist in a pale
version of the actual experience. Perhaps art can recapitulate it.
While we have come closer to describing Proust’s madeleine moment, we have done little to explain it in terms of what it
might actually be. What “is” it?
Again, Proust’s answer seems to be that the ontology of
a madeleine moment involves visiting a very very special place,
one experiences “fragment[s] of time in the pure state,” i.e., one
experiences the Platonic “essences of things” (vi, 264). And again,
whether this satisfies those who entertain reservations concerning
Plato’s characterization of reality is another matter.
And again, for those with a less Platonic and more mundane and materialist conception of the world, the preference exists
for arguing that a madeleine moment is, in the brain, a particularly
happy concatenation of electro-chemical head zaps. (Again, Proust
acknowledges the existence of this point of view in his discussion
of Vinteuil’s music with Albertine (v, 513).) Ecstasies in love,
sport, work, art, etc., precipitate a set of electrochemical head zaps
which are similar. Boredom in love, sport, work, art, etc., precipitate a set of electrochemical head zaps which are similar. Agony
in love, sport, work, art, etc., precipitate a set of electro-chemical
head zaps which are similar.
One pioneer who has devoted his life to exploring the chemical
bases of these phenomena is Alexander Shulgin. Drake Bennett
reports that Shulgin started with Dow Chemical and ended up devoting his life to creating and self-testing psychedelic drugs. Timothy Leary has called him “one of the century’s most important
scientists” (34). Apparently Shulgin had an “epiphany” experimenting with mescaline: he concluded that everything he saw and
thought

“fished an obscure chemical called MDMA out of the depths of the
chemical literature and introduced it to the wider world, where it
came to be known as Ecstasy” (34, 35).
            Similar speculations might be pursued and extrapolated from
the arguments presented by Helen Fisher in Why We Love.   Fisher acknowledges the existence of the rapture in romantic love,
but attempts to explain it from biological perspectives including
brain construction, evolution, and chemistry. Proust, whose appreciation of romantic rapture seems to have been soured by its
transience, may or may not find comfort in Fisher’s argument that
such has been set by evolution, which requires a few months or
years for male and female to focus, copulate, gestate and raise a
toddler; after which love can, from an evolutionary standpoint, afford to wither and die. (23f., 131f.) Nevertheless, the degree to
which Fisher correlates various experiences of rapture to comparable types of chemical phenomena is suggestive:
     Ecstasy is another outstanding trait of lovers. This, too, appears to be associated with dopamine. Elevated concentrations
of dopamine in the brain produce exhilaration, as well as many of
the other feelings that lovers report—including increased energy,
hyperactivity, sleeplessness, loss of appetite, trembling, a pounding heart, accelerated breathing, and sometimes mania, anxiety,
or fear . . .  
Directly or indirectly, virtually all “drugs of abuse” affect a single pathway in the brain, the mesolimbic reward system,
activated by dopamine. Romantic love stimulates parts of the
same pathway with the same chemical. In fact, when neuroscientists Andreas Bartels and Semir Zeki compared the brain scans
of their love-stricken subjects with those of men and women who
had injected cocaine or opioids, they found that many of the same
brain regions became active, including the insular cortex, the anterior cingulated cortex, the caudate, and the putamen. (52, 18283)
Perhaps when one experiences a madeleine moment, one goes to
a Platonic Paradise beyond time. Perhaps when one experiences a
madeleine moment one goes nowhere except into a different brain
state, a peculiar but happy re-configuration of synapses, electric
charges, and chemicals (which may or may not involve phenethylamines, dopamine, the insular cortex, etc.). Which version of the
ontology of the madeleine moment is correct? An ultimate proof
will be hard to establish. Proust was smart to hedge his bets. As a
novelist, he was allowed to do that.
***
We have nothing in the universe but shapeless, fragmented
visions which we supplement with arbitrary associations of
ideas which generate dangerous suggestions...
–Proust (AD)

had been brought about by a fraction of a gram of a white solid .
. . [Shulgin states:] “I understood that our entire universe is contained in the mind and spirit. We may choose not to find access to
it, we may even deny its existence, but it is indeed there inside us,
and there are chemicals that can catalyze its availability.” (34)

It even seemed to me, when I abandoned myself to this
hypothesis wherein art might be real, that it was even more
than the simple nervous joy of fine weather, or a night of
opium, which music can deliver: it was a more real, more

Among other things, Shulgin has written books called “PiHKAL”
and “TiHKAL” (short for “Phenethylamines I Have Known and
Loved,” and “Tryptamines I Have Known and Loved,”); he also
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fruitful intoxication, at least that it what I sensed. It is not
possible that a work of sculpture or a piece of music which
imparts an emotion which feels higher, purer, and more
true, does not correspond to a certain spiritual reality. It
certainly symbolizes one, if it imparts such an impression of
depth and truth.
–Proust (AD)

in a bit more detail. The posterior cingulate cortex is a centrally
located node within the default mode network involved in self-referential mental processes. Situated in the middle of the brain, it
links the prefrontal cortex— site of our executive function, where
we plan and exercise will— with the centers of memory and emotion in the hippocampus. The PCC is believed to be the locus of the
experiential or narrative self; it appears to generate the narratives
that link what happens to us to our abiding sense of who we are.
(pp. 443-444)

***
Hamlet famously told Horatio that “There are more
things in heaven and earth …than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” Proust’s philosophy certain entertains the notions of other
worlds, and psychedelics certainly suggest that if there is “one”
world, it can be experienced in at least one radically alternative
way – which may imply the existence of more than one world.
In any case, they seem worthy of exploration, if Proust and the
psychedelic consumers are to be believed: one appreciates one’s
existence to the point that one no longer fears death, and one finds
meaning in life.
One other reason for pursuing Proust and psychedelics
might relate to one other “materialistic” explanation for these
“spiritual” raptures, which Pollan identifies as the DMV, or “the
default mode network.” As he explains:

From a Proustian perspective, Pollan’s remarks about
time are quite tantalizing. The title and theme of Proust’s novel involves a Searching for or Researches into (rechercher) Lost Time,
and, ultimately, retrieving (retrouver) Lost Time.
Beyond Proust, though, one considers the question of this
DMV. This Default Mode Network seems to be the place where
the brain confronts Proust’s point that “We have nothing in the
universe but shapeless, fragmented visions which we supplement
with arbitrary associations of ideas which generate dangerous suggestions…” The DMV is that part of the brain which deals with
the inchoate mess by developing lines and drawing boundaries.
Presumably it begins with demarcating the self from the non-self,
so as to protect the former from the latter, and, ultimately, using
the latter to benefit the former. This is all well and good, until one
begins to examine the extremes and consider the implications, particularly from an evolutionary perspective.
A creature who can protect itself and exploit its environment will be one which is likely to survive, and maybe even
procreate. To do that, though, it will have learn how to get along
with other creatures; and, in particular, get along with at least one
creature of the opposite sex so that the two of them can mix their
genes and send them forward in a new organism. Beyond that the
self-interested creature will, at the very least, also learn how to
manipulate and exploit its fellow creatures; although in happier
versions of such relationships one might eventually be able to use
words like co-operation, friendship, empathy, or maybe even love.
One must always take care not to extrapolate these matters into stupid stereotypes, but it is hard not to sense some issues of gender here. A person in a male body might physically
seem constituted to embody a more “advanced” embodiment of
the self-interested and self-advancing DMV. He is enclosed, he
attacks, and he ejaculates. By contrast, the person in the female
body must open itself for sex, and endure the development of another being within itself. (In a sense it is a matter of boundaries
and borders, where the male is less permeable and open for penetration than the female.) In these fundamental sexual facts, the
male may abjure the world when he is not attacking it; the female
must be more open and vulnerable to the world. The male could
tend more towards disregard and exploitation, the female more to
empathy and embrace.
One could push these notions further and wonder whether
males invent more boundaries to maintain and enhance boundaries
(like Southern macho men who invent and enforce racism). And/
or how males panic in the face of female orifices (castration anxiety); and/or the inconvenient effluvia from those orifices (Trump
and Megyn Kelly’s menstruation). And/or the degree to which
male artistic endeavor is a matter of conquest (of materials), while
female artistic endeavor seems more a matter of communication.

The default mode network, or DMN, was not known to
brain science until 2001. That was when Marcus Raichle, a neurologist at Washington University, described it in a landmark paper...
The network forms a critical and centrally located hub of brain
activity that links parts of the cerebral cortex to deeper (and older)
structures involved in memory and emotion… the DMN consumes
a disproportionate share of the brain’s energy... the default mode is
most active when we are engaged in higher-level “metacognitive”
processes such as self-reflection, mental time travel, mental constructions (such as the self or ego), moral reasoning, and “theory
of mind”— the ability to attribute mental states to others, as when
we try to imagine “what it is like” to be someone else. All these
functions may belong exclusively to humans, and specifically to
adult humans, for the default mode network isn’t operational until
late in a child’s development.
…
Perhaps the most striking discovery of Carhart-Harris’s first experiment was that the steepest drops in default mode network activity correlated with his volunteers’ subjective experience of “ego
dissolution.” …. It appears that when activity in the default mode
network falls off precipitously, the ego temporarily vanishes, and
the usual boundaries we experience between self and world, subject and object, all melt away.
…
The default mode network appears to be the seat not only of the
ego, or self, but of the mental faculty of time travel as well. The
two are of course closely related: without the ability to remember
our past and imagine a future, the notion of a coherent self could
hardly be said to exist; we define ourselves with reference to our
personal history and future objectives.
…
Until now I have tried to spare you the names and functions of
specific parts of brain anatomy, but I do need to describe this one
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Not all men need to be Attila the Hun, and women can
look to Golda Meir, Margaret Thatcher, or Angela Merkel, if they
are worried about being dismissed as politically lame (although
some German may want to argue over Merkel and her capacity
to maintain borders). The question here, though, is the degree to
which Proust and LSD may be pointing humanity towards a more
open, opened, feminine direction. (And is it relevant that Proust
and many male artists are homosexual, and therefore more open to
penetration - and experience - than the “self” containing “normal”
male?)
And of course humanity needs viable individuals who can
take care of their selves – and other selves. But once the struggle
for survival and society is secured, one wonders about the pleasure
in and worth of survival. Instead of pursuing the DMV course that
got us to survival, we might want to change course. Tactics for
survival are fine, but means for appreciating survival may lie in the
opposite direction.
Empathy, openness, and a vulnerability which leads to a
surrender of ego and an embrace of the universe, may provide the
key to existential happiness, the key to appreciating why the bother for human survival has been worth the effort. At least this is
what seems to be the messages of Proust, LSD, DMV, the contrast
between male and female bodies, and so forth.

NONE of the troop’s original males were around anymore. Baboon males migrate after puberty, hence fresh young males enter
troops all the time. So, despite a complete turnover of males, this
particular troop up held its pacifism, tolerance, increased grooming, and exceptionally low stress levels. How the tradition had
been maintained remains unclear. Female baboons stay all their
lives in the same troop, so their behavior probably holds the key.
Perhaps they had become selective in their acceptance of new
males or managed to perpetuate the relaxed atmosphere of the
early years by rooming more with males, relaxing them. We don’t
have the answer, but two chief conclusions from this natural experiment are loud and clear: behavior observed in nature may be
a product of culture, and even the fiercest primates do not forever
need to stay this way. (155-156)
Waal’s observations suggest that apes with overdriven
DMVs may become so “macho” that they self-preserve themselves to death; and that once they remove themselves from the
pack, a kinder, gentler, ape world might emerge; and might be
maintained through a happier genetic pool, and, a kinder, gentler,
environment. The use of LSD suggests that the stringent means of
eliminating the overdriven DMV types - through killing - may not
be essential to our species’ survival; because it might “eliminate “
the overdriven DMV people by calming down their DMVs, or at
least suggesting to them that life can be good without an overdriven DMV.
The only other observation which might be added here
is that one might hope that our developing historical environment
might have one additional contribution to make to this process:
with humanity developing capacity to produce wealth, there may
be so much of it (or enough of it) that fights over resources might
begin to seem silly: the need for an overdrived DMV would be
obviated in a more generous environment. Of course one might
respond that our resources are also being challenged by climate
change and population explosions, but it never hurts to look at
ways to ameliorate humanity’s most strenuous challenges.


***
And I opened my heart
To the whole universe
And I found it was loving
And I saw the great blunder
My teachers had made
Scientific delerium madness
--The Byrds “Fifth Dimension”
***
Actually, empathy, openness, and a vulnerability which leads to a
surrender of ego and an embrace of the universe may be the key
not only to existential happiness, but also to future human survival.
Here some remarks from Frans De Waal’s Our Inner Ape might
seem relevant:
Like rhesus monkeys, olive baboons have a fierce reputation. They’re not the sort of primate one would expect to go the
flower power route, but this is exactly what happened with one
troop in the Masai Mara in Kenya. Every day, males of a troop
studied by American primatologist Robert Sapolsky fought their
way through the territory of another troop to get access to the garbage pit of a nearby tourist lodge. Only the biggest and meanest
males would make it through. The bounty was definitely worth
fighting over until the day the lodge discarded meat infected with
bovine tuberculosis. It killed off all the baboons that ate it. This
meant that the troop under study lost many, and not just any males,
but the most aggressive ones. As a result, the troop suddenly became an unlikely oasis of harmony and peace in the hash world of
baboons.
This by itself was hardly surprising. The number of violent incidents in the troop naturally dropped after the bullies got
wiped out. It became more interesting when it was discovered that
this pattern was maintained for a decade, even though by then

***
…each one of us is not one person, but contains many persons who do not all have the same moral value…
–Proust (AD)
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Starksy Brines: Master (2019), at Jonathan Ferrara Gallery, New Orleans, LA.

Calendar
COMPILED BY CHRIS LEWIS
A GALLERY FOR FINE PHOTOGRAPHY, 241 Chartres St.
(568-1313, www.agallery.com). Photographs by Mary McCartney: “From the Print Drawer” (through August 1, 2019.) and Jerry
Uelsmann: “Questions of Self, 2015” (silver gelatin prints), currently on view..Josehpine Sacabo: “Moments of Being” October
3rd - January 4, 2020.

ARTHUR ROGER GALLERY, 432 Julia St. (522-1999, arthurrogergallery.com). New artworks by Dale Chihuly, through June
22nd. Brandon Surtain, Leonard Galmon, Amer Kobaslija
showing at 432 Julia; and Demond Melancon: “As Luck Would
Have It” at Arthur Roger@434 Julia, August 3 – September 21.
Each in conjunction with White Linen Night, reception August 3rd
from 6 – 8 pm. Brian Guidry: “Parallel Earth” (paintings), October 5th - 26th. Luis Cruz Azaceta (paintings), October 5th-May
26th.

ACADEMY GALLERY, 5256 Magazine St. (899-8111, www.
noafa.com).
ANTENNA GALLERY, 3718 St Claude Ave. (298-3161, www.
antenna.works) Tracey Bullington: “What’s Left”. Multicolor
woodblock prints, July 13th through September 1st, 2019. Julian
Wellisz: “Make Your Own Void Fill”. Sculptural recreations of
photographs, July 13th through August 4th, 2019. “Away Games”
Featuring Abdi Farahon August 10th - Sept 8th.

BARRISTER’S GALLERY, 2331 St. Claude Ave. (525-2767,
barristersgallery.com)
BRUNNER GALLERY, 215 N. Columbia St. Covington (985893-0444, www.brunnergallery.com).
CALLAN CONTEMPORARY, 518 Julia St. New Orleans (5250518, www.callancontemporary.com) Teresa Cole: “Imperfect”
(intaglio etchings, woodcuts, and two installations) June 1st – July
20th. Key-Sook Geum: “Wind and Whisper” Sculptural Objects,
August 1 - September 22nd.

ARIODANTE GALLERY, 535 Julia St. (524-3233, www.ariodantegallery.com). An exhibition featuring works by Myra Williamson Wirtz, Tim Maher, Suzanne Brinker, Sandra Maher, Lisa
Normand, Anna Hollinger. Gallery hours Mon-Sat 9:30-4:00
Sunday 9:30-1:30, or by appointment.
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Regina Scully at Octavia Gallery, New Orleans, LA.

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

CAROL ROBINSON GALLERY, 840 Napoleon Ave. at Magazine (895-6130, www.carolrobinsongallery.net) Carol Hegman:
“Interdependence” (new paintings) June 1st – 29th. Suumer Series Group Exhibition, through August.

GOOD CHILDREN GALLERY, 4037 St Claude (616-7427,
goodchildrengallery.com) “Summer Solstice” (Group Exhibition) curated by Joshua Edward Bennett, featuring works by Mark
Joshua Epstein, Jenna deBoisblanc, Blas Isais Guitierrez, Airboy Express, and Joshua Edward Bennett, June 8th – July 7th.

COLE PRATT GALLERY, 3800 Magazine St.(891-6789, www.
coleprattgallery.com). Katy Rafferty, “The Green Woods Laugh”
(recent mixed media Paintings) through June 29th 2019. Featured
for Art for Art’s Sake: Danna Ruth Harvey, October 1st - 26th.
Barbara Brainard (recent monotypes) October 29th - November
30th.

HISTORIC NEW ORLEANS COLLECTION, 533 Royal St.
(523-4662, www.hnoc.org) “New Orleans Medley: Sounds of the
City” (multimedia archival exhibition) through August 4th , at the
Williams Research Center 410 Chartres Street. “Art of the City:
Postmodern to Post-Katrina” presented by the Helis Foundation,
through October 6th, at 520 Royal Street, featuring works by more
than 75 artists including Krista Jurisich, Douglas Bourgeois, and
Luis Cruz Azaceta; Candy Chang, Gina Phillips; Zarouhie Abdalian, Brandan Odums, and Rontherin Ratliff.

COLLINS DIBOLL ART GALLERY, Loyola University, (8615456, cmm.loyno.edu/dibollgallery).
CONTEMPORARY ARTS CENTER, 900 Camp St. (210-0224,
cacno.org). Open Call Exhibition: “IDENTITY MEASURES”
(work of 23 regional artists). On view August 3rd – October 5th.
GALLERY 600 JULIA, 600 Julia Street, (895-7375, gallery600julia.com) Steve Bourgeois: “Chasing The Light” (paintings, en
plein air) June 1st. Linda Lesperance: “Romancing New Orleans” July 6th. Will Smith, Jr.,White Linen Night, August 3rd.

ISAAC DELGADO FINE ARTS GALLERY, 615 City Park Ave.
(671-6377, dcc.edu/academics/arts-humanities/fine-arts-gallery.
aspx). Works by Angèle Karosi: “Subterrane: Exploring Psychic
Landscapes” June 10th – July 25th.
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Danna Ruth Harvey: Bandaged Trees (2015) . Oil/Wax on panel, at Cole Pratt Gallery, New Orleans, Opening October 1st.
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Courtney Egan: Repository (2015) HD video projection, mixed media. At Ogden Museum of Southern Art. Through September 1st.

JONATHAN FERRARA GALLERY, 400a Julia St. (522-5471,
www.jonathanferraragallery.com) Kerra Taylor: “Playfully Serious” (New paintings), and Akihiko Sugiura: “KYORAI: Coming
and Going” (Gallery premier, New Paintings) - Both artists on
view through July 15th. Tony Dagradi: “Diffusion” (new collages), and Starksy Brines (Gallery Premier, new paintings), on view
July 20th – August 30th 2019. Skylar Fein new work October
1 - 25th. Dirk Staschke: Gallery Premiere, New Ceramic Work
October 2 - 25th.

MARTINE CHAISSON GALLERY, 727 Camp St. (304-7942,
martinechaissongallery.com).New Work by Donald Martiny
(paintings) August 3rd – September 28th.
NEWCOMB ART GALLERY, Tulane University. (865-5328,
newcombartgallery.tulane.edu). “Per(Sister): Incarcerated Women of Louisiana” (works by artists paired with and inspired by the
stories of “persisters”) on view through July 6th. Latoya Ruby
Frazier: “Flint is Family” (photographs, videos, text) August 21st
– December 14th.

LEMIEUX GALLERIES, 332 Julia St. (522-5988, www.lemieuxgalleries.com), Billy Solitario: “Southern Feast”, June 1st - July
27th. Juried Exhibition: “And Now for Something New, Vol. 2”,
Opening White Linen Night, August 3rd – September 28th. Pippin
Frisbee Calder: “The Rookery” (prints) and Leslie Nichols: “She
Said” (portaits with text) Both October 5th - November 16th.

NEW ORLEANS MUSEUM OF ART, City Park. (658-4100,
noma.org). “Ear to the Ground: Earth and Element in Contemporary Art” (paintings, sculpture, video, textiles, performance)
including work by Dan Alley, Lynda Bengalis, Diedrich Brackens, Edward Burtynsky, Chandra McCormick, Clyde Connell, Dawn DeDeaux, Courtney Egan, Jorge Otero Escobar,
Mikhail Karikis, Ronald Lockett, Sara Madandar, Cristina
Molina, Jennifer Odem, Bosco Sodi, and Pat Steir, through
August 31st. “Bodies of Knowledge” (multimedia works by 11
international contemporary artists) on view through October 13th.

LONGUE VUE HOUSE AND GARDENS, 7 Bamboo Rd. (4885488, longuevue.com/events/).
LOUISIANA STATE MUSEUM CABILDO, 701 Chartres St.
(568-6968, lsm.crt.state.la.us). “The Baroness de Pontalba & The
Rise of Jackson Square” Tricentennial Exhibition, through October 13th.

NEW ORLEANS PHOTO ALLIANCE, 1111 St Mary St. (6104899, neworleansphotoalliance.org).
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Thomas Deaton at Le Mieux Galleries.

OGDEN MUSEUM OF SOUTHERN ART, 925 Camp St. (5399600, ogdenmuseum.org). Courtney Egan: “Virtual Idylls” (HD
projections, mixed media) through September 1st.

THE FRONT, 4100 St Claude Ave. (301-8654, nolafront.org)
Works by Sophia Belkin: “Fossil Bloom”, John Orth: “The Orangerie”, Max Seckel: “Early Summer” and C+J “Retro Active”
through August 4th. Works by Nonney Oddlokken “Flowers: The
Moment that We Live”, Kelly Mueller: “Survival Paradoxically
Involves Surrender” and “Space Explorers / Space Invaders” by
Jessie Vogel, Peter Hoffman, Sylvia Santamaria, Angel Perdomo, and Patrick Coll, curated by Kevin Baer, August 10th - September 8th.

OCTAVIA ART GALLERY, 454 Julia St. (309-4249, www.octaviaartgallery.com). Carmen Almon (new works, sculpture, solo
exhibition) through June 29th. Summer Group Show July 6th
– 27th. Regina Scully: “The House I Live In” (new paintings)
opening August 3rd, during White Linen Night.
SOREN CHRISTENSEN GALLERY, 400 Julia St. (569-9501,
www.sorengallery.com). Melissa Herrington: “Under the Spell
of the Rose Moon” (mixed media works) Through June 29th.
Group Exhibition, in July.

THE NEW ORLEANS ART CENTER, 3330 St. Claude Ave.
(383-4765, theneworleansartcenter.com). “Summer Symphony,” a
group exhibition, on view through July 31st.
UNO-ST. CLAUDE GALLERY, 2429 St. Claude Ave. (280-6410,
www.finearts.uno.edu/gallery.html). 			
q

STELLA JONES GALLERY, Place St. Charles, 201 St. Charles
Ave. (568-9050, www.stellajonesgallery.com)
STEVE MARTIN STUDIOS, 624 Julia St.
stevemartinfineart.com)

(566-1390,
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