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Introduction and Acknowledgments

“All art, one could say, 12 inherently abatract, for the process of translating ideas into
form — 1o make one lhing stand for another, or to make images on a {lat surface appear
three-dimensional — is a type of abstraction. Throughout art history there have been
many different styles of art that have utilized an abstracting approach. But it was not
until the 2(Mh-century that what is commaonly referred to az abstract an was established,
as artists began making works devoid of any evident reference 1o the world of appear-
ances, creating form for its own zake, 2ubject to the laws of ant rather than those of
nature. By eliminating all illusionistic representation from their work, abstract artisia
have aperated on an aesthetic frontier — what Piet Mondran called “the edge of the
abyss.” They have explored new territory with a spirit of dedication and adventure that
ancther artist, Eva Hesse, deseribed in 1999 az “total rizk, freedom, discipline.” The
phenomenon of abstraction radically alteved the course of 20th century ar, initiating a
seg change that continues o be felt within conlemporary eulture,”!

Maithew Drabl comnmsenlz on Ehe |:-'||r||n||'u'r1m| al nhstrociion Jr_l.' Wiy of inrnh||.||'jr1|; the Solomon B

Guggenlseim Muscwim's ladmark exhibition Afsireetion i the Tiventicth Centiryy Toted Risk, Freedom,
fhiscipline |19940)

Curator Mark Rosenthal stated his approach 1o the exhibition as the attempt 10
adopt what might be the viewpoint of an arnt historian 100 vears hence looking back at
the 20th century. The result of his curatorial investization was 1o systematically track the
birth of abstraction in the mid-1910s through its many manifestations from Abstract
Expressionism in the 1950s, doctrinaire Formalism in the 19%0s, Post-Minimalism in
the 19705 to the ironie positioning of the Postmodern era at the end of the century. His
approach revealed accomplishments and advances that came in a series of “fits and
starts with only oceasional moments of progressive thinking and deliberate self-crti-
cism, Instead,” he coneluded, “the internal needs and expressive intention of each indi-

vidual artist have taken precedence,”?

Abstract painters whose careers began in the early mneties have been relatively free
from dominating theoretical positions which have characterized visual art-thinking in
]rn'.\'im::a decades. Arists of the 19905 are exploring aspects of their practice in the con-
text of the theoretical underpinnings of a HH-vear history of abstraction; but at the same

ﬁll]l_‘. "Il_’!j' HILH []!'EI.'I.'I.'ZiI'Ig 0o p-:'.r:m:ml t?HFJt'.I'i.!'.]L[!I.:'.. t}u'.ir NN \'i!—'ﬁi[?l] EIII{] !'.I]HIti.[:II'I.'jl [HFW LA

The intention of the Macdonald Stewart Art Centre in organizing the exhibition
Contingency and Continuity: Negotinting New Abstraction is o consider the work of six
artists who belong to a generation of Canadian painters who are in their 20s and 30s,
These artists, although aware of abstraction as a continuous century-long practice, are
selective in referencing these traditions to arrive at their own unique approach to stat-
ing their feelings about the world.

The artists in Contingency and Continuity have already achieved national and inter-
national recognition. Denyse Thomasos received a Guggenheim Fellowship in painting
and has exhibited in Philadelphia, New York and Toronto. Monica Tap was featured in
Macleans magazine’s 1997 “100 Canadians to Watch.” Cora Cluent had her first zolo
exhibition at a public gallery at the Art Centre in 1996 and has 2ince exhibited at the
Art Gulh:r}- of Ontario, Art ﬂz‘t]li‘.r}' of Hamilton and the Ant ﬂ;l"i:l‘}' of Winndsor I]ur{]:_lrl
Broadworth, who grew up in the Guelph area, has had a solo exhibition at the Art Gallery
of Nova Scotia and has |mr|i-c:[]r=1l:e.| i group exhibitions in Frederieton, Halilax and
T[:ln] Tl {-;i.i'l =) “ '::lnli. rll::l‘.'!'.l:i 'i[l]lli'kl_'!.' rr':]l'll. i :"\-HIH' I:.‘.1:|::|i.i lil.i["'l :il] Tur-lrl:ﬂ[:- lo a r.‘.'illl.n: arl i{:h'.
i.]l: ﬂ-l'ﬂ'fl'!-l'f];f”i Fi r Il'lﬂz';ﬂil".lﬂ'l.l:' Bt rl';l. a '."i-"l.U I::':";E:Ii.]lil.i[“'l il'l 1 -l:“' Turk. q}ll" Wil H.I:"" :'-i“l.!'.l:,'l{‘“ll 1
one of Moacleans 1997 “100 Canadians to Wateh™, Sinee the muod-mineties, David Urban
has had solo and group exhibitions in New York, Amsterdam, Milan, St. Louis, Houston,

Montreal, Calgary and Toronto.

The artists in the exhibition are committed to abstraction as a vehicle for personal
expression and for painting as an activity of contemplation, They bring their own vision and
passion to engage the viewer in an intellectual and emotional relationship with the works.



Jordan Broadworth uses a combination of rectilinear formats and an underlying grid
to anchor his work. Areas of muted colour applied in subtle transparencies are over-
lapped with eurlicue decorative elements which suggest a lost Ontario architecture, His
paintings are evocative of small landzcape details and the built environment. Denyse
Thomasos also uzes a grid-like structure 1o organize her {reely applied linear gestures.
Crosshatehing and diagonal thrusts create a vibrant interaction of strokes and drips
which generates a rhyvthmie patterning across the work, Dense city architecture and the
intimaey of a woven textile come to mind through these highly charged works. Moniea
Tap on the other hand uses the subtlest of drawn marks to refer to the grand tradition of
landscape painting, The application of different coloured svstems of linear markings
produces an abstract work that leaves barely discernable narrative content such as a
horse and rider or a gnarled tree, Similar to Tap, Gina Rorai’s paintings are enmeshed
within her own working method. Although there are perceptible references 1o the real
world via still life arrangements, the artist’s engagement is with the “world of painting,”
The colours, the marks and the viewers" perception are within that world. David Urban’s
muscular paintings compel through their complex colour harmonies and the physicali-
ty of the oil paint that leaves a map like the sudace of hills and vallevs. Each canvas is
evidence of a new challenge and discovery for the artist and the viewer. Cora Cluent’s

paintings vield a different reading — one of quiet contemplation and etherealness, espe-
cially the mutely-coloured works. The surfaces of her paintings are like human skin
r:‘.'l.'i.‘.u]irlg ]i'tl!' SCHDS !l]'l.‘ll }’]Iu:k:.‘rﬁ i b 1‘."1':i1|1'|'|l:l'. 1]{ II'“'.!II.- I]'Iukirlg.;- Thlf'. |'||.:lfki.|'|z'.”.“‘i- I.!l:i'l 1'[5“'[] i:]'l.

a grild format hold our intimate attention while we seem o be contemplating a vast space.

The exhibition Cortingency and Continuity presents the considerable achievement
of six Canadian painters who are barely a decade into their already successful careers.
The Macdonald Stewart Art Centre is especially proud that three of the artists, Jordan
Broadworth, Cora Cluett and David Urban are recent M A, graduates of the University
of Guelph. I would like to thank each of the artists for their commitment to the project
and for the opportunity given to me and co-curator, Ron Shuebrook to interview them in

their studios. 1 thank Ron Shuebrook, a leading abstract painter for his eszay in which
he shares his own motivation and vision as a painter while providing an insightful dis-
cussion of the works in the exhibition. We appreciate the generosity of the lenders, a
number of whom agreed o loan newly acquired paintings even before their arrival at
their homes. All of the Art Centre stall participated in some aspect of the project. 1
thank Sorouja Williamson, Administrative Assistant; Verne Harrison, Gallery
Coordinator; Gregory Klages, Promotion Coordinator; Shelley Langton, Gallery
Assistant; and our many University of Guelph studemt emplovees. 1 alzo thank Dawn
Owen, Collections Assistant, who completed the artist biographies, We appreciate the
contribution, as well, of Jessica Wyman for assisting with text production and the beau-
tiful catalogue design by Julie Gibb and Chnistian Momison of GreenStreet Design,

The Art Centre has enriched the permanent collection by purchasing a major work
by each of the six artists. The acquisitions were made possible through the generosity of
the Art Centre Yolunteers who raise funds for acquisitions, donations from Jean and Ron
Higgins, and the Gordon and Evelyn Couling Estate. These contributions were matched
by the Canada Council for the Ants Acquisition Assistance Program. The exhibition and
publication received financial support from the Canada Council for the Arts
Dissemination Assistance Program. The Macdonald Stewart Art Centre is proud 1o pre-
sent this exhibition which provides ample proof that abstraction continues as a vital and
compelling practice well positioned 1o advance into the new millennium,

Judith Nashy

Director
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Contingency and Continuity:
Negotiating New Abstraction

Through my encounters with their works, 1 have come o consider certain artists
across time as being among my friends and “companions™. 1 have never known when
and where | would discover for mysell these artists of kinship and courage. There have
been numerous historie ligures who have inspired me, while many contemporaries have
been valued as fellow travelers, including a vounger generation of practitioners. The
J:;Lirﬂrm who are included in thi= exhibition. Jordan Broadworth, Cora Cluet, Gina
Hl:]]'-'!i... HI'I (§14] I“'H I]]]F], |:|4:r|}'.=~':‘ ']1|‘I:J]|l'.le-'-[:|:-i Etill] I-.:I:'l"i'i[] |..-|'|I:!rl, AU SETHEE <L I1LII1L|H‘|:' I::Ir VOLITIES T

artists who have stimulated myv interesi and earned rmy admiration.

The =ix artist= in this exhibition are roughly of the same generation and are 1o their
twenties and thirties. They have embraced the practice of painting in all of it layered
resonanee. Although certainly aware of the earlier phenomenologically oriented Tormal-
s and the transeendent aspirations of modernism, they seem to be committed to
abstraction as a vehiele for the imerpretation of this unstable moment in historv, In
doing so. they have confronted the eritical potential of painting o invoke the continu-
ities and contingencies of their own lives while acknowledging the rich resources of
J:ll'l'l'l‘lill.'l'll and teadition. It is apparenl from the 1‘h|:]!‘]'i.l‘JL['l" of thier works that |:||1':.' ane
fully conscious of the historical and social contexts of their practices as well as of the
important roles that their individual temperaments, talents, and motivations may have
in their production.

[

JII I"(I.Ill] H]"IIEII I “'lﬂ"t]l

In the increasingly industrialized northwest edge of Guelph, a former games arcade and
office for a miniature goll course now serves as the studio and home of Jondan
Broadworth, As has often been the caze in other urban centres, a failed business has
offered a site for a committed artist o pursue his centered life on the fiscal margins.
On the whole, it is an intriguing environment in which to be making his compelling

constructed paintings which are evidently the results of negotiations between competing

cognitive sources and structural impulses. Aspirations for transcendence are leavened
by material fact and social reference. These works are clearly products of pre-medita-

[il::ll'l ﬂl“l i|'|'| E'I-I:'I::I'L'iﬁ][il;:ll'l. {IF Ill,ll'l'l-ll-\.‘i-l"'E-I_I] I'i‘l'l-l'l!‘ﬁ!']1|;.i!1'iﬂl1 .}I]II! fnnuul _i[]l IE.',!‘H eeril.
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and a physical uwrgeney which is both confident and provisional, Emploving acrvlic as
hi:‘ ]Irll".ﬂ[—} I‘I'll"'ﬂl.'il_l'l'll. E{Timil\\'lll'tll L= '|'H|'i“‘|_|l‘1' ;lli'lili'i": i.l.l'lll ﬁl'h‘l.]'-i]"l.i"ut" |]:|'1H'1"‘.'53'\-|::':‘| I:'Ell'l;{-
ing from stained and squeegeed grounds to various stenciled and masked shapes and
patterns. Hard-edged forms collide with atmospheric passages: assertions and revisions
are present and suggest a process of engaged decision making. Diverse grevs, blue-
areens, red-browns, salmon and ochre dominate this palette, Broadworth i= obviously
ﬂ'[:ll'l:\['iiil_l"- I'I'l- I:"I':I]ill_ll' |:'|l|||| s Imeans o ﬁl]}u‘,‘i'!‘\-l Hl'HﬂHi[" l'l'fl'l'l'“["!' L'l.l'lll I'Iljr'llzli'l ir“t'l'\"‘]l'

tion and as a erucial element in the dvnamic spatial organization of the painting,

Embedded within an expressive pictorial structure, shapes derived, literally, from
off-cuts of architeetural gingerbread are dispersed in wavs that reinforce the overall
coherenee of the combined canvasses while allowing disjunetive and descriptive pas-
sages to challenge the cerainty of the physical support. These eurvilinear fragments and
patterns contrast with interlaced geometrie planes: painted gestures vie for attention
with linear traces, Broadworth has obwvionsly explored this dense visual vocabulary in an

ellort to create an aesthetic experience that i= akin 1o the complexity of l!iljl:t' life. There
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s no Cr';'t‘r'l"lt“r'lg. external factor that unifies !I]I!—'-I::I]llh']:l.' the |ri1'lnri:t] structure of these
paintings. However, through a remarkable juggling of the physical and visual compuo-
nents, Broadworth has ereated works which suggest a desire for order while maintaining
a sense of flux. These paintingz could certainly be pereeived as metaphors for the unsta-

ble nature of our own historieal moment.

_IIJ:‘-I HE Ih"H“I“'(]Tl.]t.FI ﬁil][][f] :'I1'|.'ir{l|]1'r|!‘|1t ]IHE"I !'Z"u'i‘f]“l“'!'i I':Ir {'|l:|]1;.f'irlg |lrinr[lii':‘~ HH'_I
hiztories, his paintings also suggest their own 1'1*|4|liur|.~i]|i|1-.-‘. ta the conditions and prac-
tices of the recent past. Through the inclusion of strategies and techniques that are
familiar to knowing viewers, these paintings invoke and recyele earlier traditions while
finding new meanings in their incisive juxtapositions. The masked edges, the object-like
supports, and the broadly painted grids are echoes of earlier practices from the sixties
anid seventies of such anists as Helen Frankenthaler and Kenneth Noland, Frank Stella,
Harvey Quavtman and Richand Smith. The ghost of the found and transformed ready-
mades of Marcel Duchamp, Kobert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns arve obwiously
recalled in Broadworth’s use of architectural elements as pictorial catalvsts, In his insis-
tent integration of deliberately architectonic and formal structures with elements of cul-
tural reference, he seeks a position for abstraction that is of his time, vet acknowledges
the likelihood of human continwity.

Ciﬁlﬂpll.‘l-&(l in the lazt several months, the Tour [:luil'ltiﬂ;{:-'. ]:].' Broadworth 1o the exhi-
bition have continued 1o deal with the concens that he has been investigating for a num-
ber of vears. Having grown up in Wellington County in Ontario, Broadworth studied at
the Nova Scotia Et:]lf‘g_ﬂ of Al and I:'I!'H:iHH and the Sehool of the Museom of Fine Ads
in Boston prior o returning to the area in the mid-nineties. Since completing his MLUE A,
studies at the University of [:th‘.lph i 1997, he has mamtained has serous practiee and
has begun to build an increasingly prominent career with exhibitions in public and com-
mercial galleriez in Ontario and Atlantic Canada. Despite his vouth, Broadworth has
been committed o the []4r'.'1:l::||r|:|:|r.1|l of his 1[1‘.|:nar|:|ir|g abstraction for the last decade.
Recent works sustain his propensity for pursuing strategies that court contradiction,
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There is an intense seriousness in his efforts while, at the same time, he remains open
o pictorial incidents that are sensual and discovered. As described above, he has
embraced a relational approach to the composition of his paintings while aiming “not
for resolve, rather than for a conditional alliance . . . there iz an architectonic framework
that 15 consistent yil o oL promiles ll:i'l.'i..‘l!".'-iil_'!.' [llurn‘. 15 dhversion but not 1:r|l£~|:13irmw|1t}“l,
Th'_:!ﬂ:‘ :"il.l]}!"lltl.l]lifll.. :;llrl:lnﬁl 'I'l'H.""Ii.k[:' l:ur[l|m:—'-iti[:|l1:-'~ dre |Jlrj;{.‘ '|'|'i|.||{l|.|1. IH:‘iII;.; n'n.'i.‘l:'—!i:':lll..‘-l_l-
TE]{:}' LT lI'H:' ‘.-'il:“l.'n.‘!'r.:'- AW IS "‘I- Hljrfil['{: url[] 1'1[: l'l'hjl_."{:t]tﬂl[?[] ﬂf t]tl‘: E]ui"ti"H
while suggesting the possibility of receding spaces within asymmetrical, unpredictable,
erid-like structures. The close contrasts of the colour relationships effectively modify
the edgy, potentially “over the top™ gingerbread pattern and geometric repetitions of the
compositions. Without the knowing restraint and daring unpredictahility, Broadworth’s
paintings would be in danger of heing simply decorative,

The combination of his eritical intelligenece, lightness of touch and formal inven-
tiveness has produced a remarkable body of paintings which acknowledges various his-
torical languages of abstraction while seeking avenues to exercise his own wit and suh-
jective points of view. The limited representational elements integrate within the reso-
nances of colour, surface, and structure to construct the aesthetic content. The con-
junction of the so-called modernist grid with retro-versions of pre-modernist architec-
tural decoration seeks to reconcile notions of the essential and the applied. Jordan
Broadworth has sought 1o communicate meaning by renovating conventions and negoti-
ating a region of mutual interest. Viewers come to experience meaning in these paint-
ings through their active engagement with all of the material and pereeptual character-
isties of the works,
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