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In this exhibition, old and modern masters and contemporary artists explore the human
figure as a vessel for the soul. The figurative tradition is represented in painting, sculpture,
and photography in works that are a testament to Susan Sontag’s statement: “The more
personal the work of art, the more universal it is.”
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Of the contemporary artists’ work, Robert Taplin’s sculpture Pluto embodies the essence
of this exhibition. The two nude male figures, one translucent, one solid, are inseparable
reflections of each other. Suspended in space, they express multiple dualities: terrestrial
and celestial; material and intangible; body and soul. In contrast, Icelandic

sculptor Steinnun Thorarinsdottir’s aluminum double figures are earthbound,

static. Both sculptors create illusions in their work — Taplin defies gravity with light and
cables; Thorarinsdottir uses highly polished aluminum to create mirrored reflections. The
Berkeley, California-based artist Lia Cook achieves the duality of permanence and
transience in textural images, which she creates with rayon or cotton thread on fabric
using a digital loom. In Cook’s work, weaving is a reference to fabric that covers the body
rather than fabric as the painter’s canvas. Alberto Giacometti’s painting of his

brother, Diego, becomes increasingly indistinct as you approach it. At close range the
facial features disintegrate. There is a strong sense of solitude in this elongated small
canvas, which perhaps even conveys the notion of spiritual ascension. The contrast

of Ellen Eagle’s two small pastel portraits reflects her exploration of space and
perspective: one, with eyes directly engaging the viewer, has a full physical presence; the
other appears as a fragment within an elongated sliver of space. In the work of both
Giacometti and Eagle, the gesture and pose are familiar, and the framing of the figure
within the composition is innovative. Wayman Adams’s portrait of Samuel T. Shaw places
the figure in a more generous space, which includes furniture and objects that suggest the
sitter’'s connectedness to the outer world. Adams’s quick and intuitive painting technique
is also the strength of Flladi Kulla’s work, Portrait of Nick. While their impressionistic and
paint-loaded brushwork is similar, their use of color reflects the differing character of their
subjects, and perhaps the period in which they were painted. Ed Hinkley’s watercolor
studies of the figure are highly expressive in color, abstraction, and brush stroke, which
conveys a sense of immediacy and urgency. Steven Assael’s painting, Figure 2, a nude
female figure wrapped with four female hands, within a round frame, continues the
exploration of the impact of framing on the viewer’s understanding of the figure. The
perceived perfection of the circle as a shape suggests the suspension of time and space,
as does Taplin’s Pluto in its literal suspension in space. Phyllis Galembo’s large scale
and intensely colorful photographs present local people of Jacmel, Haiti, as they have
prepared to participate in Carnival. Her subjects’ bodies are painted and decorated,
transforming them into canvases evoking a world of wild imagination and spirituality,
profound and trivial at once. Anthony van Dyck and Karen Ostrom connect across 400
years as they follow the same thread of repetitive exploration of one aspect of the body,
the hands, arriving at their respective, original visions. Our habit of quickly reading the
faces in portraits for expression and meaning often causes us to overlook their hands; yet,
hands can be as revealing as faces. As one moves from these studies to Michele
Fenniak’s painting, Afterwards, one can’t help but see the subject’s hands as focal points
of expressiveness. Josephine Bloodgood’s works also concentrate on the hands or feet
of her subjects. Dan Keplinger is a Baltimore-based artist who has had cerebral palsy
from a very early age. His art emerges from the literal daily struggle with his body. “The
more personal the work of art, the more universal it is.”
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