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FIGURATION AND LANDSCAPE still have a stronghold in con-
temporary painting, as currently evinced in five exhibitions at three
different galleries. At Octavia Gallery and Callan Contemporary,
respectively, Regina Scully and-José-Maria Cundin visit these aca-
demic themes in a modernist, formal approach — analyzing color,
line, gesture, and paint in works that shimmer with vibrant color.

At Arthur Roger, two artists — James Drake and Vernon Fisher
— approach them with collages of imagery, delving into personal
history to make non-linear, and at times autobiographical, narra-
tives. In the video space at Arthur Roger, Lee Diegaard’s photo-
graphs show the viewer the unseen landscape — darkened by night
and populated with feral creatures. All the artists tap into a sub-
conscious automatism and surreal intent in some form or another,
embracing their themes.through play, form, and concept.

Scully’s exhibition, “Horizons in Space,” includes a short
video in which she explains her process and subject matter under a
variety of categories: geography, intuition, and color. She begins
by saying that “Painting is very powerful. It’s its own reality.”
This statement about the autonomy of painting sets the tone for
the Abstract Expressionist methodology she employs in her work,
beginning each painting via intuition. She makes marks that evoke
a certain emotion for her, and builds on each gesture of the brush
as her gut, in line with her mind, direct her.
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She describes in detail her process of finding color,
though delivers it in the language of intuition — she seeks color
that fits the emotion she desires to express in the mark. At heart a
formalist, her paintings still evoke certain subject matter, and Scul-

_ ly references their connection with Chinese landscape painting in

the video. This is the geography that structures her compositions.
Tinier strokes tend to suggest minute figures trudging through a
sublime landscape, maintaining the Romanticism that Scully has
stated is present in the work in the past.

However, the wildly gestural compositions of earlier
works, balanced by their allover attention and horror vacui, are
formally apart from these more recent paintings, which more dis-
tinctly segregate shape and color. Her formal decisions result in
compositions that are more representational, and it is a delight to
peer into the surreal, almost science-fiction worlds of her imagina-
tion with a different kind of clarity in vision.

Cundin’s paintings emphasize the figure at Callan Con-
temporary in “A Basque Review (De Profundis).” This show in-
corporates earlier and recent works, in a kind of retrospective that
narrates the back-and-forth within his address of subject matter
and form. Earlier compositions are more directly figurative, and
he tends to revert to this in recent works; however, smaller paint-

José-Maria Cundin: Borrokos (The Agitatorsj. Oil on linen, 33” high.

ings on gold leaf explore compositional form. In all, color glows
— whether literally from a metallic surface, or through layers of
saturated polychromatic neon hues that vibrate and shimmer under
the gallery lights — which Scully’s saturated, uniquely mixed pig-
ments share. '

Cundin intuitively deconstructs the figure to various lev-
els of abstraction, building them through organic blocky shapes
and illusionistic value. They are situated in stark contexts, like
the unornamented windows of Juan Sanchez Cotan’s paintings,
in which geometrically precise renderings of food items serve as
offerings to the Virgin in thanks for his artistic skill. Cundin’s
voluptuous shapes recall Botero’s figures; Cundin similarly struc-
tures his forms with blocky musculature that rounds out into doll-
like bodies. Cundin’s figures are far more non-objective. Writing
along the frames — which also refer to the titles of the works — are
both part of an art historical tradition of presentation and a way
for the artist to convey political and personal messages. Overall,
the collage-like deconstruction married with art historical refer-
ence situate the work in 20th century abstraction, yet intrigue by
their singular analyses of form and the figure that softly blossom
throughout the works.

At Arthur Roger, figure and text join within compositions




James Drake: Time to Time, 2015. Charcoal, graphite, ink on book pages-76” high.

in the work of two artists and friends, Drake and Fisher. Drake’s
work populates the main gallery space. The title “Drawing, Read-
ing and Counting” refers most directly to the artist’s practice of
drawing every day for two years, and numbering the drawings
which comprise the large-scale drawings mounted on the gallery
walls. Their most obvious subject matter involves renderings of
architectural space in perspective and figural studies of Drake’s
transsexual friends, as noted in the press release. “Feynman dia-
grams,” methods of illustrating the activity of atomic particles in
order to make better calculations in the study of physics, also link
the drawings within the compositions and among the works on
display. Though large in comparative scale to the figures and text,
which become dreamy and surreal in their connections, the dia-
grams push toward the background, as though marking the path
through the mental dreamscape that Drake depicts.

Drake’s friendship with Fisher is apparent in the links

between their objects. Fisher, too, employs text, diagrams, and
figures in his work, but these stem more from childhood associa-
tions. In “Distant Voices in a Foreign Language,” Fisher suggests
the dream-like quality of listening to conversation that isn’t under-
stood — and perhaps it is in the secret language of children. Cartoon
characters from Disney and elsewhere shape the picture planes and
the main figures within them, and gaze upon cosmos-like render-
ings of equations on blackboards or quiet and eerie Fischl-like
suburban scenes. The awe, and nostalgia, associated with the im-
ages evokes feelings of the ephemeral and impermanent — much as
childhood is experienced and lost except for its constantly fading
memory.

These characters gaze upon a painting of a blackboard
that reads as a dark sky — like children standing in wide-eyed won-
der at the expanse of the universe before them. This experience
of nature turns back toward the viewer in Diegaard’s photographs




of animals. In “Night Vision,” she shows works from the Unbid-
den series, which depict wide-eyed animals via black-and—white
night-vision photography. Their pupils dilated before the flash can
shrink them, they edge closely to Diegaard’s lens, both curiously
trusting and cautiously threatening in their proximity. The close-
ness of the multitude of photographs, hung individually framed
and salon-style on the walls, immediately suggests both trophy
rooms and the constant presence of these animals, seen or unseen,
in their habitats surrounding us.

Diegaard forthrightly states that her work “portrays ani-
mal protagonists and the landscape we mutually inhabit,” but from
the viewpoint of the photographer standing in awe before their
presences. These creatures stare back in the way the figureless
cosmos cannot. They are the faces of feral nature, stunned and
stunning in their closeness to the camera, as Diegaard apparently
automatically “shoots” the image, “taking” the likeness of the ani-
mal that presents itself to her lens. She is well aware of the parallel

to hunting in her process, and likens her “trespass” to it both in
nature and in the historical context of photography.

Though individually diverse, these shows connect in their sub-
jects and forms. The personal, political, ecological, and historical
threads that define each body of work form part of a larger fabric or
framework in the broad subjects of figure and landscape. Whether
by process or associations, the early twentieth-century practice of
making connections by games and play via form also seems appar-
ent in the work, and the artists each have their own way of literally
putting pieces together. Whether in elemental forms or fragments
of memory and experience, those pieces create specific personal
and at times subconscious narratives for each artist. It is the view-
er’s game to place them in the larger context, and participate in
the practice. These artists show freshness in their approaches to
timeworn themes, and that by itself is compelling. d




