belong unmistakably to the severe
grandeur of the American South-
west. Yet the peculiar detail of a dis-
=ntpeak, terminating in a perfectly
smooth, shining pyramid, ushers
in fantasy. Uncannier still is Black
Wave, 2011, where, in the middle of
an ordinary beach, sepia at dusk, an
improbably long, solid slab, darker
than the leaden sky, displaces the
ruffled waves around it. It could be
read as a cut in the canvas, surreally
gesturing outside the pictorial plane
altogether, but up close it displays
the rugged features of actuality.
And while the painting’s minimal-
ist upper half could pass for colour-
field abstraction, gunk in the sand
znd tousled surf again make a place
of the planes. Sometimes nature
presents this sort of haunting, ac-
cidental formality. Centered by the
painting and facing us, however, its
a2nomaly acquires the significance of
an organizing entity—recalling how,
in Wallace Stevens's “Anecdote of
the Jar,” a jar placed “upon a hill/
' made the slovenly wilderness/Sur-
round that hill.”

In interviews the artist has men-

doned her affinity for Donizetti

znd Verdi operas and Piero della

Francesca's frescos. It is precisely as

staged spaces that her own works
resonate. An intensified expression
of our being-in-the-world, opera
is true to life because it is non-
naturalistic and driven by “the de-
sire to express all” (as Peter Brooks
has written of melodrama) and
achieve “victory over repression.”
Opulently palpable, Gornik’s paint-
ings seem to understand similarly
that experience is theatre.

Perhaps Gornik favours oceans,
clouds, shadows and reflections, be-
cause in those migrating forms and
littoral zones nature approaches and
recedes—echoed by our own inner
response to its hospitable corres-
pondences cum radical exteriority.
“For whatever you lose (like a you or
ame),” wrote E. E. Cummings, “it's
always ourselves we find in the sea.”
Gazing into Gornik’s paintings we

 are, by turns, awestruck and fully

immersed. B

“April Gornik: New Work” was ex-
hibited at the Danese Gallery, New
York, from October 14 to November
12, 2011.

Chinnie Ding is a regular contributor
to Artforum.com and teaches liter-
ature at New York University.

VISUAL ART

Alana Riley
by James D. Campbell

rreverence is the name of
Alana Riley’s game, exhibited
here with a big helping of
conceptual acuity, a heaping side
order of mischief and dollops of
pure glee. Her exhibition “You Are
The Work, 2011” brings the mono-
chrome to its knees and delivers it
from the past-tense of Modernism
to the present tense of concep-
tual art. Notably, her photo/video
works dre rife with knowing refer-
ences to art history, citing works by
Barnett Newman (and, by exten-
sion, Canada’s Claude Tousignant)
and John Baldessari. In any case,
she produces photographic and
video work that redeems the mono-
chrome from the optical discourse
around Modernist painting.
Apparently, her ping-pong
table/work desk with its vast blue
expanse and white dividing line
triggered in her mind a memory of
Barnett Newman's painting Cathe-
dra, 1951. So she created a simu-
lacrum of the Newman painting
in an enlarged photograph of her
ping-pong table. The photograph
of herself with an unidentified
male standing alongside her in
front of a vast blue field (albeit one
infected with sundry dust motes)
serves as a potent reminder that,
in the experience of monochrome
painting, the observer is always the
ultimate reference pole. The dust
“hiccups” register a lovely impurity
against the work’s formal purity.
There is a related video, where
you hear a ball hitting the table, as
though the retina were bouncing
off the blue field like a ping-pong
ball, relentlessly reorienting itself all
the while. Playing off not only the
mimetic experience of Newman's
painting and the ping-pong table,
Riley dips into synaesthesia.
Newman’s stellar 1951 paint-
ing Cathedra, in the Stedelijk Mu-
seum in Amsterdam (where it was

1. April Gornik, Black
Wave, 2011, oil on linen,
24.25 x 32.25".

2. hlana Riley, Kettler's
Cathedra, 2011,
installation view of “You
Are The Work,” Joyce
Yahouda Gallery, Montreal,
digital print on canvas,
239 cm x 553.8 cm.
Photograph: the artist.

3. Alana Riley, You Are

The Work (Asking
Strangers to Sit Through
John Baldessari's “Six
Lolorful Inside Jobs™),
2011, video still, colour
video, sound, 32 minutes.
Images courtesy the artist
and Joyce Yahouda Gallery,
Montréal.



vandalized by the knife-wielding
assailant Gerard Jan van Bladeren
in 1997), induces reflections of a
very eclectic order indeed: a mid-
night-blue sky, the music of Miles
Davis, theological speculations,
the threshold of the ocean, and
even melancholy of a most erotic
persuasion. Riley’s eloquent, con-
ceptual inversion reveals not only
the painting but also Gerard Jan
van Bladeren who shoved a shiv
knife into its heart.

Riley’s exhibition is not only
about crying the blues but also
calls to mind William Gass’s On
Being Blue: A Philosophical Inquiry
(D.R. Godine, 1975), that brilliant
treatise in which he claimed that
of all the colours, blue and green
have the greatest emotional range.
For dyed-in-the-wool lovers of the
monochrome, Riley’s smart take
possesses both poetry and percep-
tual panache. Gass argued that
Christ and the Virgin wore mantles
of blue because as the clouds retire
from the sky the Truth appears.
This may or may not be true, but it
is certainly blue, and resonant of
what Riley attempts—and achieves.

Medievalist Michel Pastoureau,
in his history of this colour, held
that it was once considered a hot
colour, but is now perceived as icy
cool. I think that’s true. Perhaps
as a reaction against an earlier
chromophobia, new shades were

created and blue became the colour
of romance. Now it is the universal
and unifying colour of Gaia herself
as seen from outer space.

Another of Riley’s telling refer-
ences to art history is the proximate
You Are the Work (Asking Stran-
gers to Sit Through John Baldessari’s
“Six Colorful Inside Jobs™), 2011,
which is radical, instructive—and
audacious. In this work we watch a
video of people—randomly picked,
mostly aspiring actors and per-
formers—whom Riley asked to be
spectators. This audience reacts
to Baldessari’s piece with intense
concentration (alleviated by the
odd sneeze, shuffle and sideways
glance). Baldessari had filmed
a small room being painted in a
new and different colour six days
of the week, with primary colours
alternating with secondaries. The
colours he used are reflected on the
faces of Riley’s audience: red for
Monday, orange for Tuesday, yellow
for Wednesday, green for Thurs-
day, blue for Friday and violet for
Saturday. In showing us the audi-
ence rather than the movie, Riley

shifts the perspective to that of the
spectator of monochrome painting
rather than the object itself. But
then, the claim of monochrome
painting is that the observer is the
ultimate reference pole. We are re-
sponsible; reception is everything.
So, too, in Riley’s work, where she
plays up our responsibility for just
what it is we are seeing, where our
complicity in the making of mean-
ing—perceptual and phenomeno-
logical—becomes absolute. She
shines a welcome light on her ob-
servers, for after all, and unavoid-
ably, we are the work. §

“You Are The Work” was exhibited
at Galerie Joyce Yahouda, Montreal
from September 8 to October 22,
2011.

James D. Campbell is a writer and cur-
ator living in Montreal who contrib-
utes regularly to Border Crossings.




