                                            Favouring the Optical

In what is often less that a nanosecond viewers scan years of accumulated information and stored memories to make sense out of visual information.  Stored memories, often relegated to the subconscious, have a powerful impact on the interpretation of our perceptions.  As the ambiguity of the information increases, so does the likelihood of projecting personal meaning.  This is a well know process. Since the time of Freud and Jung, the ability of dreams and archetypal images to provide an understanding of inner conflict and unresolved wish fulfillment is well known
.  In the present time, psychoanalysts continue to use ambiguous stimuli, such as dreams, to allow their patients to gain insight into their subconscious. 

My M.A. thesis (my first time around in university) dealt with the perception of colour stimuli.
  In my professional psychological practice one of my main interests was the use of projective techniques, such as the Rorschach.  The Rorschach is a diagnostic tool that uses abstract, ambiguous stimuli to gain in sight into thinking and perceiving.
 The technique uses colour, along with black and white images, but relies on the colour images to elicit the responses related to emotions and feelings.
  

This well known process also speaks to the nature of my mark making.  By focusing on luscious colours, and building on patterning and geometric sensibilities, I strive to create colour, line and spatial balance in nonobjective, abstract images. This affords the role of creating interpretive content to the viewer; through a thought process that synthesizes ambiguous and sometimes disparate visual information, the work takes on unique and personalized meaning.  

A number of writers and artists have created work with the intention of letting the viewer’s sensibilities inform the painting. Vassily Kandinsky, Jackson Pollock, Jasper Johns,  Jack Bush,  Mark Rotho
 and others are all artists who created nonrepresentational, abstract work and who left it to the viewer to bring their own interpretation to the work.

Generally speaking, as a colourist, my work is most consistent with the genre of post-post-modern, nonobjective art.  Historically, the term abstract art was coined in relation to the work of Vassily Kandinsky in 1929.  Susan Hirschfield wrote of Kandinsky that he was determined to develop the role of art so that it allowed for the expression of his inner world 
. As he came more and more under the influence of artists such as Gaugin, Van Gough and Matisse, his work became increasingly more brilliant and evocative 
 He also believed in the “ability of (the) language of colours and forms to express abstract ideas or feelings”. 
  This led to his breakthrough to non-objective painting.  He had thus arrived at art whose only subject was the harmony of colour and form.

Barry Schwasbsky, in the introduction to Vitamin P, claims that the role of abstract art was to expose “the structures underlying all art.”  He points out that “abstract art made manifest the desire for painting “in as rudimentary and exposed a form as possible”
.  As to more recent genres of art, he expounds that “deepening self-consciousness is the only form of progress” that puts one form of art above another.   It placed abstract painting above modernism, and conceptual art above abstract art.   Today’s painting is conscious of different things vis-à-vis painting of the past.
   

Jean Francois Lyotard, in his article “What is Post-Modernism”, argues that postmodern and modern are continually bound in a dialectical relationship” 
 meaning that the postmodern over takes the modern only so that it can become the modern.  Thus a work can become modern only if it is first postmodern.  Postmodernism is thus not modernism, but is the nascent state of becoming such; and according to Lyotard, “that state is constant”. 
 

For Lyotard a postmodern artist is in the position of a philosopher in that the work produced is not in principal governed by established rules.  He sees Postmodern artists as working without rules in order to “formulate the rules of what will have been done”
 

More recently John Kissick has been described by Roald Nasgaard 
 as a “post-postmodern” artist.  As such his work pushed the envelope in exploring the harmony of colour and form.  In an interview with Nasgaard he noted that there are three ways by which he became an abstract painter including the following two:

…..he wanted to make paintings that overcame the reliance on….. text in order to privilege the optical.  ….he questioned the authenticity of the Abstract Expressionistic gesture…….

In essence, he was looking for a form that allowed him to engage something of his own personality or spirit in his art making, rather than to adhere to established conventions of this or that genre or period.  Ironically his multi-voiced, “cut-and-paste collage construction” may have become the conventions for post-postmodern work.

Kissick commented that he hopes his work “will live the lie of artistic transcendence awkwardly” and will “ultimately give the impression that paintings can still speak” 
     

In my own work I strive to incorporate Kissick’s post-postmodernism.  Like Kissick’s work, my paintings favour the optical.  Building on geometric structures, such as those found in Jonathan Lasker’s
 or Sean Scully’s
 paintings, my work is informed by luscious colours, patterning, along with formal and organic shapes.  Framing
 each piece with a saturated band of colour, serves to create layering and draw the viewer deeper into the work.

The five pieces
 completed this semester are all multimedia works utilizing oil and acrylics as well as foam shapes.  My process is as follows:  the raw canvas (usually cotton duck) is divided into planes that serve as geometric building blocks for the work.  Before stretching the canvas, the four pains are stained.  Once on the stretcher, clear gesso (two to three coats) is applied and each pain is filed in with a soft or muted version of the corresponding frame section. The composition consisting of formal and organic shapes is laid down using a pallet of luscious colours.  Patterning, be it scribbles, lines, or organic shapes, is used to create interest and visual details.  Acrylic skin is applied to some of the works to create further dimension and texture.  Once completed, the canvas is removed from the stretcher and steamed to smooth out any remaining creases.  The back of the “frame” is reinforced with carpet binding and D rings are attached for hanging on the wall. 

The result is a non-objective collage of colours, patterning and shapes encased in a bright, multi-coloured frame.  With no conceptual or representational text, the viewer is afforded the opportunity to provide a personalized reading or interpretation of the work. 

Having embarked on this journey of mark making later in life, I am deeply grateful to the many people I have encountered during the process. Their ideas and input have energized my art.   As I approach the final phase, I am heartened by my newfound skills.  My confidence has grown, as has my sense of preparedness to move into the “real” world of art making.  With more clarified notions about my work, I find myself in a satisfying place vis-à-vis my art practice.  
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