Chris Down, 1. Untitled (Abandon All Hope), 2007; ink and gouache on paper; 28x38 cm Olexander Wlasenko, The Space Between (redux), 2008; pigment on paper; 122x183 cm



Olexander Wlasenko, Untitled (cylinders), 2009; pigment on dyed paper; 183x508 cm
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this page: installation view

opposite page: Jane Eccles, Three Skaters, 2008; acrylic on canvas; 76X 76 cm
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Jane Eccles

Jane Eccles tells stories with words and images.
Whether spoken or written, her words draw mental
pictures of the landscape, of another time, of another
place. Her paintings are narratives that live alongside
stories she has collected and written. She believes
an artist works with the subject they know best and
S0, pictures and writings are made, collected and pre-
served. The artist’s sketchbook ferments this collage
of ideas. In her sketchbook, words create pictures
and pictures bring new words. In this dovetailing of
narrative and image, the artist’s vision moves, evolves
and expands.

Eccles paints from beautiful, unique and handcrafted
items that have been cherished and loaned to her by
others. Like the sitter who exposes more of their inner
self as time passes, Eccles’ paintings develop visual
complexity with the passage of each painting session.
The underpainting gives the work its body; later visita-
tions bring more layers, glazes and veils of colour. We
are unlikely to know the woman behind each, but in
each painting we sense a biography, story and history.
Eccles’ dresses are akin to portraits.
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In Barb and Sam Eccles paints the dress worn by
Barbara Underhill in her 2009 performance during
“The Battle of the Blades”. This costume was
designed by Anne Dixon to be animated by light
and movement. Sam performed so that Barb could
skate to her daughter’s voice — a long stored dream
for Barbara Underhill. In Eccles’ painting, this dress
hangs after the performance, motionless on its
hanger in front a window before a winter landscape.
The energy and movement of the performance is
recalled in the diagonals of the window blind. Painted
light dances across the dress’s stitched details and
penetrates its delicate fabrics.

opposite page: Jane Eccles, Barb and Sam, 2010; acrylic on canvas; 91x22 cm
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The studio window is a constant in Eccles’ series
of dress paintings. Her studio window locates each
narrative within the artist’'s home. Through it we see
the world and most often, it is winter. The sun is an
ever changing source of illumination, intensity and
direction. It changes each day and with the passing
seasons. Snow makes the landscape brighter and
forges strong contrasts between a subject and its
surroundings. This window creates space and also
contains the landscape like a camera’s viewfinder.
In the foreground is the object, the middle ground
the window, behind is the landscape. Each space

is a narrow field. This vision owes something to
conventions of Renaissance perspective colloquially
called the “window onto the world”. Indirectly, by
the work’s cropping and perspective, Eccles uses
the photographic space that has defined realism
since the advent of the camera.

Eccles’ dresses come out of a tradition of still life
and portrait painting whereby the subject entered the
studio to be painted. Pond Hockey has different roots
and comes “after pictures” in another sense of the
phrase. It reconstructs memory through the amalga-
mation of sketchbooks, memories, the recalling of
old photographs and a deep awareness of art history.
Pond Hockey may come after Bruegel’'s Hunters in
the Snow, or may borrow from any number of lesser
known Dutch Old Masters who typically painted dark
figures skating on the frozen canals of Holland. Then
too, there are numerous early Canadian paintings
and photographs of figures in a winter landscape. In
this painting there is also something dark, menacing
and sobering. It recalls, in each of us, our own dark
memories. In other paintings, Eccles’ colour and light
harkens back to the Impressionists and she has long
admired the works of Ingres. His graceful drawings
and paintings record some of the most elegant fash-
ions of nineteenth century France. Such comparisons,
however, infer assimilations and lineages rather than
quotations. Viewers are more likely to recall in Pond
Hockey, memories of other pictures — most likely their
own — archived in shoe boxes and their own family
albums. Pond Hockey is like an old photograph we all
know — same photo, different people — and it may be
iconically Canadian.

Chris Down

Chris Down draws and paints from the pictures he has
collected. This series, Abandon All Hope, re-imagines
the Bible’s apocalyptic Book of Revelations. Here,
Down co-opts the voice of the religious and righteous,
and takes the ongoing and seemingly unending

“War on Terror” as his setting. He shows us a world
collapsing and at its moment of rapture. Civilization
explodes in an orgy of panic, pain and suffering. And
critically, photography fuels and adds authority through
documentary “truths” to his vision.
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Paintings once illustrated what we feared but today

it is the camera’s pictures that scare us. It is some-
times said that television (and now the Internet) lets
us watch, from afar, events we wouldn’t want to experi-
ence firsthand. Photo journalists, with their cameras,
have been on the frontlines of conflict for at least a
century and today, virtually anyone can upload to the
Internet, pictures of what they have seen. In Regarding
the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag argues that twenty-
four-seven news reporting feeds our appetite for
pictures of suffering. “If it bleeds, it leads”, she writes
quoting a tabloid mantra.? Stories of atrocity, loss and
horror have always fed the human imagination. During
the Reformation, it was woodcuts in the broadsheet
newspapers that pictured the atrocities committed
between Catholics and Protestants of the sixteenth
century. Prior to the camera, depictions of war and
violence relied on the artist’s imagination if an event
was to be recorded. In this regard, Goya’s famous
Disasters of War etchings may be described as brutal
and violent. These etchings are significantly different,
removed and unreal compared to the photographs of
shattered and charred bodies of the First World War,
the Holocaust or a modern crime scene.
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Down’s preference is for the on-the-spot, amateurish,
oftentimes urgent snapshot image. Drawings that
make up Abandon All Hope are unassumingly small,
verge on abstraction and, when taken individually,

can be quite cryptic. We, however, encounter a wall

of images and experience its totality before its parts.
The work’s repetitive structure, and artist-made

but mechanistic marks, simultaneously shock and
intrigue us. These drawings based on photographs are
abstracted by the flatly drawn lines used to copy and
trace the imagery. Down’s works oscillate between
their digital origins and Reformation era woodcut inspi-
rations. It is unclear where exactly his images come
from, yet it hardly matters. The protagonists in these
pictures become anonymous by the translation from
photography to drawing — and critically so — because
these are the pictures of chaos, loss and horror that
emerge from every war, conflict and disaster.

In Down’s work the indexical quality of the photograph
(the record of an event, time or place) is preserved

in the translation of the photograph to the handmade.
Even when the final image is quite abstract its pho-
tographic legacy remains intact. This gives his work
the authority of photographic truth, but of what, we
are never certain. There is no optimism in Abandon All
Hope. We are left unsure if the artist is an instigator
to this unfolding drama, or a voyeur, watching, collect-
ing and transcribing the paranoia of our age, online,
from the comfort of his home. What Down relays to us
is the urgency of the now. Abandon All Hope demands
we act immediately — against a threat we can never
quite identify — or perish as we watch “it” engulf us.

Chris Down, Jane Eccles and Olexander Wlasenko
are committed to drawing and painting. Artists who
make handmade images are unlikely to believe
painting died with the advent of photography, yet are
the first to recognize their task was forever changed
by it. Today we are more likely to accept a photo-
graph than a handmade image as factual evidence.
Significantly, this holds true, after computer editing
has made image “corrections” easier, cheaper and
more convincing than ever before. Artists, better than
most, understand each photograph, no matter how
mundane and truthful, carries a judgment, viewpoint
and intention.

Finally, each of these artists creates a tangible or
metaphorical archive of images which they draw

upon. Whereas a camera freezes time, memories are
constructed. Memories are fragmentary moments,
nostalgic yearnings and dark remembrances. In this
act of remembering one is likely to recall some salient
point, a stance, mood, detail or colour. In contrast, the
staged, selected or edited photograph can undermine
and challenge memory with its evidentiary authority.
Thus, Wlasenko and Down’s drawings appropriate pho-
tographs so as to explore and mobilize the authority
of the photographic document. The history Wlasenko
draws from was once official and is now distant.
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He appropriates the facade of history to question past
narratives. Eccles, alternatively, paints a past that is
personal and local. The narratives she seeks lie deep
in the subconscious but resonate with us all. Down
looks to the future but refers to the past. He surfs the
Web and collects its energies so as to challenge our
prevailing fears. In the end Sontag tells us:

The photographer’s intentions do not determine the
meaning of the photograph, which will have its own
career, blown by the whims and loyalties of the diverse
communities that have use for it.®

Endnotes

1 This collection is part of the MacLaren Art Centre in Barrie, Ontario.
It has been a valuable resource on several occasions for this artist.

2 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (Picdor, New York,
2003) 18.

3 Sontag, 39.
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