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Redefining Emerging Artists:

A CLOSER LOOK

By John Brunetti

t's face it. Committing onesell 10 being an

artist is not casy, Never has been, One miust

believe in what they are doing in the face of
the enormous reality that eritical recognition, or com.
mwreial success, is not guaranteed. Even the ability 1o
simply continue making one’s art, while carning a liv-
ing in another capacity, is not an antomatic given.
While different points in an artist’s life and carcer can
prove to be tests of an individual’s commitment to
their art. none is as defining & moment as those early
carcer years that label one as “an emerging artist.”
This has become somewhat of an inaccurate cateh-all
phrase to deserilse artists between their carly twenties
and late thirties who struggle to show their art afier
leaving sehool. The category of “emerging” often alter-
nates between “young artists,™ which doesnt fit indi-
viduals who come ont of school in their early- 1o mid.
thirties, or those who have relocated from another
eity. However, what is a more accurate means of defin-
ing emerging artists is often their pattern of exhibiting.
While a few “high profile™ emerging artists may have
gallery representation, most cul their professional
teeth on the “emerging cireunin.™

In Chicago and its suburbs, the “circait™ consists of a
variety of alternative galleries and project spaces,
juried shows at city and state managed venues, sum-

“Teaser,” by Brian Willey, mixed media on paper mounted on

canvas, S

mer theme shows developed by commercial galleries,
as well as university and college galleries. This exhibi-
tion framework is not only important for the artists,
but serves critics, curators and gallery directors by
providing multiple opportunities 1o see the develop-
ment of an artist over time, and to see how their work
holds wp in different contexts, As a eritic, | continual-
ly redefine the term “emerging” based on this cireuit
of shows. For me, the term should be thought of as a
verh, not an adjective. For an artist to truly be emerg-
ing in my view, their work must continually show
development and a willingness 10 push themselves and
take risks throughout this early part of their carcer.
The artists who understand that growth, not necessar-
ily newness, is the most important asset of being an
emerging artist are able to effectively make the transi-
tions required throughout their carecrs. The artists
whom | have selected 1o highlight here represent this
eriterie.

Shona Macdonald, Kevin Heppner and Brian Willey
began exhibiting in Chicago in the mid-"%s after carn-

with Hivers,” by Shona Masdonald, envelopes,
rice ghue anad MEN varnish an linen, 2000

ing their master's degrees from different programs:
Macdonald, UIC; Heppner, University of Morth
Ell'l:lli.rlii “"ijl-r}r. The School al the Art Institute l}f
ﬂhir.'lpu- The fact that it has taken them between four
and five years to develop recognition for their work is
a valuable lesson for artists beginning a similar
process. Meteorie stardom upon leaving graduate
school is not the norm. Having your work immediate-
Iy on the cover of Artforum is not the only route to
BUCTERS.,

Perhaps it has taken these three artists this amount of
time because their work is particularly idicsynoratic.
Working within the very traditional mediums of col-
lage, drawing and painting. Macdonald, Heppoer and
Willey create personally quirky works that are for-
mally elegant, despite unusual choioes of raw materi-
sls snd :l.l.hjr-rl matter. The mu!lin; Ibiﬂ'H are smart
observations on the nature of making the art object.
Hwﬂ'rr, lhu_- LT T n!' their methods do not abw aAys
make this r'l":lll!l:r' apparenl «n first h"n:"uril'l;.. What
alsa requires several viewings 1o appreciate is the
aprtists’ I'l.ﬂl'bl‘i.l:}' mndd inlrp'l'l:r im wihat Il'br:r are ﬂain;.
At a time when evaicism and irony appear to be more
familiar attitudes in emerging artists” work,
Muacdonald's, Heppner’s and Willey's approaches are
refreshing, but seem too good to be true on first
glance. Reprated exposures to their works are
required 1o understand their almost devote aesthetic
philosophies. All of these factors illustrate why time
has been an important factor in their development,
and prrhaps suggests that it will remain so throughout

their careers.

Of the three, Macdonald is the only one with perma-
nent representation al Fassbender Gallery, Her most
recent solo show was in the E.l]lrr:r'h !:urn_:irrl room this
past Sﬂil;l,-mltrr. llininF from her native Scotland to
Chicago in 1994 to attend graduate school ar UIC,
Macdonald has exh 'tllili:ll;_
in group shows locally and internationally. One of her
first ahsorws out nrs,rmluillt' selvon] was a summer Eroup
show at Fassbender Gallery. Most notable of her
f|r'|'|ﬂ'uﬂ'n|: series of dra.h-il‘l.p amd l.'-u"lipn have been
her Ilrﬁf-lflll' collages on linen. These meditative
works of horizontal bands and undulating waves are
made from the shredded sirips of patterned paper
found on the inside of security envelopes. Collecting
anal sorting large quantities of these functional decora-
tive papers, Macdonald proceeds 1o “assemble™ dis-
armingly beantiful abstractions. What saves her

works from being pereeived simply as decorative is the

been  actively

ase of & raw material whose original function wis o

obscure sight to ereate perceptual mirages.

Willey shares with Macdonald an interest in trams.
forming vernacular pattern into commentaries on the
relationships between beauty and meaning. !.1 his
colo show this summer at the alternative Wicker
Parker space, Bady Builder & ﬁpu‘l‘l-lm.tn.{:u”rr:._
he showed three-dimensional abstract paintings that
resembled brightly colored gift-wrapped packages.
The intentions of these exuberant works were not
casy to decipher. They were so well-crafied that their
seriousness elevated them beyond simple irreverent
parodies of formalist painting. Willey continuecs 14
Jistill his abstract vocabulary of bold stripes. celes
tial bows and 'Flil'l"!'1-=-l'}l" |||:||I'.n dots in his black and
white drawings, several of which were featured in the
prestigious curated show, “Out of Lime: Dirawings By
[limois Artists,” ai the Chicage Coltural Center this
past spring. Willey is an ex ample of how the different
venues in Chicage can work for emerging artisis: the
Cultural Center providing wider exposure and plac-
ing his work in the context of established artists.
while the smaller alternatives have allowed him ta
take risks with his paintings.

A California hative, Kevin Heppner saw Chicagoe as

the place to get his career started after graduate

|.|_'|'|,||,|-|:|-I_ “hll‘l" I'Li! 'u"r_lrk i|u,-h 1500 1:1"1"!1 Y Ill'l'.ill:l-' ".I:-II‘I]I'

as Macdonald and Willey, he has started to make

progress with his work being included in a small works

show at Fassbender Gallery and more prominently in

the Ot of Line” drawing exhibition at the Culioral
'I::rnlt-r. l.-'..i"g rl'FH"Ill.illll n-r r||.|'|r|-h ({1] Firaed Jrll".llll..llll: RFl
lhr ||J|:|| -1r.;|| ri_g'\-nrl. ir[ |rr.l1'illl.'_'.| his [ eas-ilFivVen

works represent the vitality that one should find in

emerging artist’s works, (ften wsing large rolls of
paper. Heppner works obsessively with a variety of
media = graphite, ink, paint - to make multiple
responsés to reproductions from sources as diverse as
[.-i.'ilt'l'.lr'l.ql.'l I?u'ﬁnri'! iketehbooks 1o u1|u.l|:|:n-1:|. anal
asironomy textbooks., His lll‘ah"lﬂ::_h. while not as
improvisational, capture the spirit of the master artist
Cy Twombly’s nervous ene rEY- The resulting deawings
have the spontaneity of sketehbook dolles raised to
the level of personal hicroglyphs by their expanded
seale. One can only look forward o seeing the devel

opment of Heppner's drawings, as well as Macdonalid s
and Willey"s work, in future shows that allow them to
1!I‘N'rkl|_l their emerging potential.

John Brunetti is a critic and the Winois Editor of dis-=
logue, :
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Untitled penstl and carbon on paper by hevin Heppner, SU080



