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Uneven collection of portraits better than accompanying photographs

Painting’s usefulness on display

Head Shots

HEeap SHOTS 15 aN exhibi-
tion of figurative art by
emerging Canadian artists,
including ~ Vancouverites
Mark Neufeld, Adad Han-
nah and Jerry Allen, Toron-
tos Eli Langer and Kate
Macintosh. Most of the
works on display are portrait
paintings, although pho-
tographs by Macintosh and
a video by Hannah are also
included.

The exhibition is a differ-
ent kind of portrait, a com-

posite of up-to-date ways of

pmg. one ;hnt mwen

Shots collects are uneven,
the exhibition succeeds by
demonstrating - strategies
employed by modern
painters to convey informa-
tion and experiences that
cannor be articulated in any
other medium.

Many modern painters

distrust displays of skill, or
bravura brushwork, reason-
ing that it’s easier to emulate
the look of a Van Gogh, a
Pollock or a Matisse than it
is to develop a visual lan-
guage of their own. These
painters often 1y o ereate

Classical portrait artists em-
phasize gestures and body
language that distinguish
their subjects and make
their inner lives visible.
Allen’s tiny paintings at-
tempt the same experiment
with contemporary subjects,
whose inner lives seem curi-
ously flattened and dead.
His figures blink and squint
at us as if from a great dis-
tance.

Allen’s painting “Lawson
17.3,” the most successful
work in the exhibition, de-
picts a small, stiff-shoul-

dered facing out of

aren't sexual; if anything,
they critique the kind of
imagination that sexualizes
children. Langer’s paintings’
 surfaces are repellent, bub-
bled and flecked, and
marked with flakes of bright
Hallmark colour.

Langer’s painting “Unti-
tled” doesn’t come off at all.
The contrast between its
out-of-focus image of a
naked child and its kitschy,
romantic colours is obvious
and overt. But Langer’s oth-
er painting in the exhibition,
“Las  Vegas“ Basement,”
works  well. A rerrified
white-faced figure rises
from a painted ground of
ﬁ“d‘ colour and bright

ight, evoking the kind of
ological tension that
Edvard Munch’s most



Saskatchewan-born artist Jerry

. Allen draws on the heroic bust por-
traiture of ancient Rome for his
- quirky series of oil portraits. Using




A Face in a Landscape
Paloma Campbell

The aim of painting has always been the deterritorialization of
faces and landscapes, either by a reactivation of corporeality, or
by a liberation of lines or colours, or both at the same time.
There are many becomings in painting.'

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1987)

In A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari propose a way of
thinking about representation in terms of faces and landscapes. They argue that the production of the face always
has the landscape as its correlate: "All faces envelop an unknown, unexplored landscape; all landscapes are
populated by a loved or dreamed of face, a face to come or already past." Crucial to this argument is the concept
of deterritorialization, Deleuze and Guattari claim that deterritorialization occurs when lines no longer outline a
form and colours no longer lay out a landscape. When lines are put into flights and the organizing principles behind
faces and landscapes are dismantled. Deterritorialization opens up the possibility of thinking about how
representations can work outside of the categories of signification or subjectification.

What follows is a consideration of a painting that Jerry Allen began working on three years ago with the
application of gesso onto a square panel of wood.’ It is on this white wall that a face in a landscape began to take
shape. A grid was drawn on top of the first layer of oil paint. This grid was used to map out the image to come and
is now invisible beneath layers of paint. Layers that have been built up and sanded down many times over the past
two years. The movement between the application and erasure of paint is important to consider. The application of
colour produces lines and forms while the process of sanding transforms and disperses the pigments of paint into
dust. This process makes it impossible to discern the particles of dust that once constituted the face and the particles
of dust that once constituted the landscape.



Sanding has the effect of bringing the underlying grid closer to the surface or skin of the painting. Step up to the
painting. Look closely. You will see the fine scratches that trace the paths taken by the sandpaper. You will see the areas where
the sandpaper has exposed the layers of paint that exist beneath the most recent coats. This is most noticeable in the area
around the eyes where tiny flecks of colour constitute the eyelids, irises, and pupils. The proliferation of these flecks renders
the surface of the painting uncertain and unstable. A surface that is in the process of breaking down. Becoming abstract.

But the painting is not entirely abstract. The upper half of a human figure has been represented in front of a golf
course. A space cultivated for sport and leisure. The identity of the figure is declared by the title of the painting: Patricia Hearst.
This title is a proper name identifying an individual who is presently alive and historically known. The multiple narratives that
delineate this figure are like lines. Lines of the family. Lines of the police. Lines of the media. Lines of those who have and will
recount and analyse what happened to Hearst before, during, and after her abduction by members of the Symbionese
Liberation Army in California in 1974. There is much that lies between the lines. Attempts to explain what happened to Hearst
have taken diverse forms of representation: audio and videotapes, photographs, courtroom testimonies, media interviews,
and so on. These attempts have constructed a composite representation of a subject with many faces. A subject whose face
has and will continue to change with each representation.

Allen has portrayed Hearst looking out from the frame of the painting. Her gaze does not meet ours. Itis directed
towards a space elsewhere. Drawing a line of flight. A thick helmet of hair frames her face and brushes one of her shoulders.
Her eyebrows are a darker tone of brown than her hair. These eyebrows are like lines of flight that arch across the space of
her face. Her thin pink lips are slightly parted to reveal two rows of tiny white teeth that mark the entrance to the concavity
of the mouth. The mouth, pupils, and nostrils are like black holes that hint at the corporeality of the body and provide the
face with areas of depth that exist in marked contrast to the flatness of the pale pink skin. Deleuze and Guattari assert that
the production of any face or landscape entails the representation of not only white walls but also black holes:

Either the black holes distribute themselves and multiply on the white wall, or the wall, reduced to

its crest or horizon, hurtles towards a black hole that crests them all. There is no wall without black
holes, and no black holes without a wall. *

Integral to this system of the white wall and the black hole is the way in which vision is activated to move from one area of a
face or landscape to another.

The white wall of skin that delimits the face and the body is marked by inscriptions that catch our eye. Notice the
axillary fold located at the junction of the upper right arm and wall of the chest. The forks of this grey wrinkle point towards
the face. Like lines of flight. Notice the dark pink mark that spreads down the left side of the face. This mark is like a birthmark
or a bruise that calls up the blood beneath the skin. It resembles a strange shadow cast by one of the clouds hovering above.
Yet the space depicted in this painting is a shadowless one where the face and landscape are illuminated by the same even
light.

The pale blue sky above and around the face is populated with clouds that exist partly within the space of the

painting and partly beyond the frame. Like the figure, they speak to the space that exists beyond the frame. A space where
clouds can drift and bodies can move. These irregularly shaped forms hover like spectres in the sky. Spectres that call up the
white wall of gesso that exists beneath the layers of paint. There are other allusions to this wall in the whites of the eyes and
the exposed teeth. But white is not limited to the sky or the face. It also appears within the space of the landscape.
Step up to the painting. Look closely. You will see the white waves cresting along the sandy shore of the water hazard. You
will see a minuscule white golf ball placed conspicuously next to a pin silhouetted against the sky. Many such golf balls appear
in the texture of the surface due to the repeated sanding that enables the gesso to show through the layers of paint. The
proliferation of white throughout the painting compels the eye to bounce from one area to another. Vision does not remain
static. It is like a golf ball that flies and rolls in and around and out of the painting,

The landscape is rendered as a smooth and seamless green wall that encourages the eye to roam freely without fear
of being sucked into any holes. There are none to be seen. Yet the water hazard in the centre of the painting has the effect
of pulling the eye into its opaque depths. Much of its surface is obscured by the figure of Hearst whose shoulders mirror the
shape of the shoreline. The two portions of water visible to the eye resemble wings. Wings enabling the figure to take flight.
Or wings about to enfold the face and pull it into the pool of blue. The thin straps of the burgundy top cut into flesh and
serve as visual channels for water to trickle and flow from the hazard into a darker and more opaque patch of colour
reminiscent of dried blood.

The verticality of these straps is echoed by a series of thicker lines located along the bottom of the painting. These
green and white lines call up the underlying grid and are like the bars of a cage within which the figure is trapped. They hem
her in on either side. Confining her. Making her cagey. Cautious. Wary. Separating her from the landscape visible behind her.
These lines simultaneously draw the eye towards the centre and frame of the painting. They compel the eye to move
rhythmically up and down along the bottom of the painting. Follow these lines of flight. See where they take you.

While this painting represents Patricia Hearst, biographical details are emphatically denied within the representation
itself. What the painting does is foreground the relentless construction of this very subject through the interspersed acts of
painting and erasure. A consideration of these processes is crucial in that they take us away from concerns about the "truth”
of Patricia Hearst towards an awareness of the way that the painting has been constructed and the way that this construction
activates particular movements of vision. The painting asks us to look closely. To look beyond white walls and black holes. To
follow lines of flight. The painting asks us to think about time both in terms of its production and the act of looking. It takes
time to follow lines of flight but it is productive to do so. As Deleuze and Guattari write:

Dismantling the face is the same as breaking through the wall of the signifier and getting out of the
black hole of subjectivity. Find your black holes and white walls, know them, know your faces; it
is the only way you will be able to dismantle them and draw your lines of flight.*

' Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattan, A Thousand
Plateaus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, trans. Brian
Massumi (Minneapolis and
London: University of
Minnesota Press, 1987),
p. 301,

! Ibid., pp. 172-3.
'Gesso is a paint primer
composed of marble dust in

a polymer solution.

* A Thousand Plateaus,
p. 184,

* Ibid., p. 188.
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Artist:
Jerrv Allen

SIMPLY COMPLEX—A VANCOUVER ABSTRACT
ARTIST MAKES PERFECTION LOOK EASY.

>>> Over the past 20 years, Vancouver artist Jerry Allen has quietly and consistently

examined every nuance of modernist painting and the language that surrounds it. His

pursuit of perfection, as well as his work, recall the subtlety and elegance of one of America’s

most important abstract painters, 92-year-old Saskatchewan-born Agnes Martin, who
moved to the U.S. from Vancouver in the 1930s and now resides in New Mexico. Allen last
showed at UBC’s Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery in September 2003: wall paintings that
at first glance appeared to be simple, pared-down geometric shapes in an understated pas-
tel palette. Only upon closer scrutiny did it become clear
that the paintings were actually of numerals; their quiet rev-
elation inspired the viewer to examine the content and com-
plexity of the work. An exhibition of Allen’s work at 69
Pender Studios, an artists’ collective in Vancouver, runs to

April 3; 604-897-6123.—Cindy Richmond | -




Take Five: Jerry Allen, Témeline (2008-2014)
by Robert B. Epp, 25 May 2019

The fifty-seven paintings in Jerry Allen’s ambitious, and ongoing Timeline seties, open themselves up to a multitude
of visual impressions, interpretations and associations. On the one hand, the painted surfaces can be enjoyed purely
for the emotional and immediate effect they have, generated by colour and the inventive variety of tonal
combinations. Or, viewed another way, they can be appreciated and deciphered for their contribution to formalist
abstraction. For me, however, Allen’s Timeline paintings suggest a strong affinity with music. They are to visual art

what jazz is to music.

Jannary (2012)

Engaging with a painting like January 2012, for instance, is to get lost in scumbled bands of brown, green and
blue—earthy tones that have a restrained luminosity, like muted notes from a trumpeter’s horn. Its five horizontal
bars of monochromatic colour hum with a low emotional intensity that is introspective and personal. A painting
such as November 2009 has a suave smartness to it. With its snappy two-tone pink and black rhythm, accentuated by
a pale green stripe, it evokes the up-tempo mood of the post-war swing era. Allen has a knack for handling triadic
colour schemes. And after prolonged looking, the delightful visual balance and harmony of colour of his formalist
compositions sinks in and pleases the viewer, in much the same way the right arrangement of musical notes seduces

the listener.



Novenmber (2009)

Timeline began as an investigation of temporality. “FEach painting acts like a period of experience in time, of what is
occurring during the time of the painting,” says Allen. ““The painted bands represent planes of experience.” The
titling of the paintings by the month and year of their creation reinforces the diaristic nature of the work. Allen
began the series in 2008, while living in Vancouver, Canada. At the time he was interested in the idea of creating
work around a monthly cycle, as a method of exploring the cyclical nature of time found in the changing seasons of
the year, for example, or the lunar cycle. Allen says, “It was unusual and fascinating to me that ‘time’ would decide

when a painting was finished and not some other intrinsic factor.”

Allen took inspiration from other artists who had explored time as a subject, such as On Kawara, who completed
the paintings in his Date Paintings the same day they were begun, and French-Polish conceptual artist Roman Opalka
who set out to paint time by painting numbers consecutively from one to infinity. Allen, however, derived the
original composition of the Timeline paintings from Carmelita (2004), a painting by American artist Mary Heilmann,
featured on the cover of the November 2007 issue of Ar#forum magazine. He was attracted to the idea of the art
magazine as an example of monthly time and Heilmann’s stacked layers of colour appealed to Allen’s colour field

sensibility.



Carmelita (2004), cover, Artforum (November 2007)

Allen’s earlier site-specific ‘wall works’ prefigured Timeline and his interest in temporality. Executed in tissue paper,
dry mounted on the wall, the scaled-up numbers in R 377 (1995), for example, celebrated time’s basic abstract
mathematical units of measurement. Allen extrapolated the colourful cut-out numbers of Rz 377 into stylized
abstract planes painted directly onto the wall in Rwz. nine (2005), signifying their temporality as time-based
site-specific installations (they would eventually be painted over), and suggesting the stacked horizontal bands of

colour to come in Tmeline.

Rm. 317 (1995)



Rz nine (2005)

To some extent, Allen’s Timeline paintings represent a conceptually-based durational painting performance, albeit a
performance punctuated with lengthy intermissions. Although the medium of oil and graphite on canvas and the
dimensions—each painting measures 36 by 30 inches—remain quite consistent throughout T7weline, Allen’s process
is more intuitive than programmatic. For instance, he arrived at the final composition of five stacked coloured
bands after a year of labour and experimentation, not through the adoption of a preconceived pattern. Also, his
colour selection relies on an intuitive sensibility, sourced from his street photography, or ‘notetaking’, as he calls it.
From building construction materials and street wear to sports team jerseys and random details of urban
architecture, the colours obtained from the vernacular culture migrate into Allen’s paintings through emotional

impulses and intuitive associations.

It is not surprising that a lengthy opus like T7meline, created over a six-year period, would evolve and change
considerably. The canvas July 2012, for instance, signaled a shift in Allen’s process, from thinking of the paintings as
‘time” documents, to adding the evidence of the passage of time itself to the canvas. In the painting, Allen allows
rivulets of paint to bleed over the canvas’s edge, and drips of paint to disturb the autonomy of the band below, a
gestural mark first developed by American abstract painters in the ’50s, such as Joan Mitchell, Cy Twombly and
Jasper Johns." As Achim Hochdérfer explains in ‘A Hidden Reserve’, “Form is turned over to the natural gravity of
its materiality, and the brushstroke therefore reflects its elapse in time... In this way, the downward-streaming paint

constructs an elegiac temporal structure: The present is perceived in the mode of the past.”?



July (2012)

It was after a nearly two-year hiatus that Allen returned to the Timeline project with the painting May 2074. “By this
juncture,” explains Allen, “the ‘image’ of the painting had become of more interest to me than the study of ‘time’.”
In the paintings from 2014, which signal the end of this body of Timeline works, Allen is laying down striking chords
of colour, carefully weighted and measured, with crisp edges, like October 2074, that recall the colour band paintings
by Quebec painter, Yves Gaucher from the 1970s. Also, around this time, the project branched off in a series of

delicate coloured pencil on paper drawings, such as November 2014, pointing Timeline in a new direction.

October (2014)



Allen considers the entire series of paintings produced for Tzmeline as constituting “one large painting about monthly
time in monthly segments.” Looked at in this way, Timeline exists as a recurring chronography of days, monthly

events and extended creative periods from the artist’s life.

To me, at their most fundamental level, Allen’s planes of experience operate as emotional barometers of
consciousness made visible through painting. Like music, his modernist paintings give form and set a mood to
passages of involuntary memories, fleeting experiences, thoughts and emotions that drift up from his unconscious
self. They rely for their expression on the “universal language of subjective and historical experience,” yet find their

strength and quality as contemplative, meditative objects that naturally thrive in the quietude of museums.

'"Achim Hochdérfer, “A Hidden Reserve: Painting from 1958-1965,” Artforum, February 2009,
p. 155.

*Ihid.

*1bid., p. 153.

Quotations from the artist are based on the author’s personal interviews and correspondence with Jerry Allen. Allen

currently lives in Saskatoon, Canada. His art can be seen at jerryallen.org.

November (2014)
coloured pencil on paper
18 x 15 inches



