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Every ten years or so, for the past
hundred or more years, the death
of painting has been proclaimed.
Certainly this has been a preva-
lent notion recently, with the
explosion of large format photo-
graphic printing, Photoshop, and
digital video, each of which has

sought to match or exceed)

painting’s scale, its ability to
invent, and its narrative capacity. But painting, far more adaptable than
its critics give it credit for, has survived, even thrived, in the face of these
new developments. At the heart of this resiliency is the tension between
image and abstraction, material and illusion, two and three dimensions,
and, perhaps most importantly, the undeniable individuality of its makers.
The work in this volume—reflecting the diversity
we could expect to see from artists residing in

a region that ranges from the hills of Arkansas
to the cosmopolitan mélange of Miami, the so-

ized by both a continuation of tradition and an

adaptation to the influence of successive technological revolutions.

Who could have guessed when in the nineteenth century photography
challenged painting’s verisimilitude that painters would someday take
photography as their subject in order to question its veracity? Such is
the case with artists like Christian Bradley West, who paints engaging
imitations of snapshots, faithfully replicating their deformities—creases,
scratches, chemical spots, and grainy obscurities—to emphasize their
nature as objects rather than images. John Duckworth and Michael
Slattery use the pixilation of digital photography to underscore the
nature of these images as a series of abstract marks that meld into

a convincing image.

“Painting [is] far more
adaptable than its critics
called “capital of Latin America”—is character- giVe it credit for.“"

Computer technology, particularly Photoshop’s capacity to modify, cut,
move and layer fragments of images into seamless compositions of
extraordinary complexity, has had an enormous influence on our visual
perception. Whether used as an actual tool in the development of their
compositions or simply as the creator of the multi-layered visual envi-
ronment in which they work, the impact of the computer can be seen
in the paintings of Luis Alonzo-Bakargia, John Bailly, and Felice Grodin,
in particular.

The influence of the graphic environment, whether signage, posters or
graffiti, can be seen in the work of Carlos de Villasante, William Goodman,
and Nolan Haan. The latter ingeniously traces the history of wall paint-
ing through trompe-l'oeil cinderblock walls adorned by Paleolithic ani-
mals and graffiti tags.

While these artists reflect an engagement
with the role of art—and painting in partic-
ular—in the age of digital reproduction,
others are involved in more elemental
issues of image-making. John Barwick,
Lilian Garcia-Roig and Judy Rushin

all use the tactility of the paint medium to create a tension between

the materiality of their means and the three-dimensionality of their
imagery. Jenny Brillhart, with her flat architectural planes, and Mike
Wsol, with his diagrammatic renderings, exploit the tension between

abstract surface design and representational illusion.

The interplay between abstraction and representation is exploited
differently by a number of artists working in the realm of what has
been dubbed “organic abstraction.” Vickie Pierre’s delicate, jellyfish-like
biological forms turn out to be based on the edge patterns of frilly gar-
ments, creating a faintly discomfiting atmosphere of subaqueous femi-

ninity. Christian Duran creates masses of interwoven vascular systems
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within which hidden images may or may not lurk. Carol Prusa seems
0 combine microscopic life forms with celestial bodies in her delicate,

fligreed orbs.

n 2n age of hybridization, a number of artists blur the distinction
between painting and other art forms. Waves of synthetic hair cascade
off Pepe Mar's canvases. John Zoller adds glitter, cotton balls, googly
eyes and other craft store materials to give his paintings an assertive
presence that almost leaps off the wall. Michael Loveland, who arranges
fragments of metal signs into Schwitters-Llike collages, and Shawne
Major forswear paint all together, though their interests are clearly pic-
torial. Eugenio Espinosa works with the lexicon of Modernist painting
by emphasizing both the flatness of the picture plane and its materiality,

tacking the unstretched canvas directly to the wall.

Within all this innovation there is also room for more traditional, repre-
sentational pursuits. Kevin Muente and Spence Guerin revel in depicting
the glories of their surrounding environment in Louisiana and Kentucky,
respectively. Erica Gajewski uses one-to-one scale and a virtuoso graphic
technique to simultaneously evoke nature’s majesty and fragility. Other
artists use representation to more psychological ends. Robert Deyber,
Cathy Lees and Aramis Guiterrez employ a variety of techniques—from
shamefully punning titles, to oblique points of view (“camera angles”),
to surrealist discordance—to invest quotidian scenes with an anxious
edginess and menace. Anthony Ackrill's precisely detailed technique,
reminiscent of nineteenth century academic painting, infuses his work
with a disquietingly decadent sensuality. The discordance between
Robert Shere’s black-line, “coloring book” graphic style and his sugges-

tive subject matter evokes the anxieties of adolescent sexuality.

It is impossible to mention all the artists represented in these pages
in the brief space of this essay. Suffice it to say that, just as Athens,

Georgia; Erlanger, Kentucky; Locust Grove, Virginia; Miami, Florida;

N
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and Opelousas, Louisiana represent a wide range of cultural environ-
ments, so, too, does the work in this volume reflect a considerable array
of interests and concerns. That painting can be so protean and respond
to such a diversity of stimuli seems to indicate that, once again, reports

of its demise continue to be greatly exaggerated.

Q What is the first painting that made an impact on you?

A At 14 or 15, | saw a roomful of Rothkos at the Phillips Collection
that blew me away.

Q What is the best painting that you have seen in the past year?

A MAM recently acquired a Kehinde Wiley painting that still has
a grip on my imagination.

Q If you could have any artist paint your portrait who would it be?

A I'm a sucker for Chuck Close’s work. Rembrandt or Lucien Freud
could probably capture what's happening to my nose as | age.

Q What painting would you most like to live with?

A Monet's Waterlilies. You can just get lost in those.

Q What artist(s) has most influenced contemporary painting?

A Julie Mehretu and James Rosenquist have been hugely influential.

Q What has the greatest affect on contemporary painting?

A I'd say computers—digital imagery, in general.

Q Who is more responsible for a contemporary artist's success:
curator, gallerist, critic or collector?

A Right now, the commercial world holds sway. The diabolical part-
nership between the art fair, the gallerist, the collector, the auction

house. Curators can’t compete with the kind of money involved and
critics seem to be all but forgotten.

Q Besides being a curator, what job would you most like to have?

A | started out working on museum exhibition crews; | sometimes
get nostalgic about that, if | thought my body could handle it.

Q What is the next big thing in painting?

A Maybe physically exploiting the relationship between two and
three dimensions more, like Fabian Marcaccio starts to do.

Q Name three emerging painters to watch?

A |s Wangechi Mutu still “emerging”? Her work is fabulous.
Yoon Lee’s recent New York show impressed me. In Miami,
Julie Davidow and Gavin Perry are doing great work.



