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Trio of exhibits reconnects Bemis Underground to area art scene

by Michael J. Krainak
If you attended the “re-opening” of the Bemis Underground last February and
found yourself waxing a bit nostalgic for the old environs, you can be forgiven.

The ghosts of stellar shows such as Dream House on Rye and Nuclear
Dichotomies still linger in the remaining nooks and crannies, but as Don Ameche
said in a David Mamet gangster film, “things a change,” sometimes for the
better.

The Underground was once this region’s place to be for experimental, alternative,
new media art; emerging artists curated solo and group shows that transformed
the maze-like, environmentally challenged basement of the Bemis into a new and
wondrous space each time one visited.

And therein lay the rub. Over time, applications to the Underground dwindled, as
did the curatorial attention and quality of the exhibits. There were some notable
exceptions organized by artist Joey Lynch and the Kent Bellows mentoring
program. Too often, however, after opening night, shows would languish during
the week for want of regular supervision and hours. For nearly a year the
Underground lay relatively dormant.

But when new manager Brigitte McQueen unveiled three new exhibitions in the
newly renovated space Feb. 19, it was clear that Bemis’ commitment to local,
regional and national contemporary art was again at home in the Underground.
Artists Rebecca Herskovitz, Matt Carlson and Tana Quincy take advantage of the
improved sight lines, traffic flow, wall display and lighting with their respective
shows, The Things I Cannot Say, Shapeshifters and SODZO.

In her recent review of the New York art scene, “Post-Minimal to the Max,” critic
Roberta Smith lamented the proliferation of “squeaky-clean, well-made,
intellectually decorous takes on that unruly early ‘'70s mix of Conceptual, Process,
Performance, installation and language-based art that is most associated with the
label Post-Minimalism.”

What's missing, Smith said, “is art that seems made by one person out of intense
personal necessity, often by hand.” Whether organizing an exhibit, collecting or
just being an artist, the goal should be “individuation and difference, finding a
voice of your own.” Judging from the Underground’s first three shows in 2010, it
is clear that McQueen shares this objective.

These artists represent engaging, but ultimately challenging work. Herskovitz
offers nudes, collages and landscapes that explore “the junction between the
intimate and the disingenuous.” Carlson continues his investigation of “the human
condition, consciousness and nostalgia” in paintings of dream-like imagery.
Quincy adds her paintings of “indirect self-portraiture” in response to a chronic
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medical condition.

Judging only from those artist statements, these three shows seem to have little
in common other than genre and media, particularly since McQueen says she
picked all three for their originality. But a second or third “glance” reveals a
theme each artist shares, a desire for connection, though expressed very
differently.

For Herskovitz, the issue is more a disconnect, first experienced in her curious
past practice of writing letters that were never meant to be sent. She couches
this paradox in primarily erotic drawings based upon appropriated pornographic
imagery; an investigation she says blurs the line “between intimacy and
insincerity. In the re-interpretation of these images, I have become connected to
both female subject and ... the male viewer.”

Carlson’s more conceptual approach attempts to connect reality with a sort of
parallel universe, seen in his paintings via a series of contrasts such as “the
cerebral and the ornamental, the organic and the artificial, the objective and the
subjective.” His work has explored such duality ever since his fine Underground
show Revision/Re-Envision with Phillip Faulkner, combining the figurative and
abstract in the same narrative.

Connection also concerns Quincy, who titled her wall installation of more than 20
small paintings SODZO — Greek for “to become whole.” The entire piece
“represents a personal dialogue in response to an illness that has affected my
joints and muscles.” Like Herskovitz, the process for her is more cathartic than it
is for Carlson, whose art of connectiveness is more detached and cerebral.

Herskovitz invites viewers to write a letter to someone with no intention of
sending it, then add it to a pile already 100 deep, thus identifying with her
show’s theme of disconnection. The audience may have difficulty with this “show
and no tell” exhibit until one plays past the explicit nude imagery. The poses are
not only noteworthy for their provocative come-on, but their evocative undertone
of vulnerability and wariness. Clearly, the subjects are watching us, too.

The commentary with this work is not about porn. These models are stand-ins
for anyone unable or unwilling to commit except on their terms, hiding behind a
role or pose they know they can ultimately abandon. That her beautifully
illustrated models of sensuality are uniformly incomplete, sketched or contoured
only reinforces this. These are not studies for some finished piece; they are
substitutes for the real, connected thing.

Even Herskovitz's titles more than hint at what's undone or unsaid. “And so I
hurt you. Again and again” is explicit in its nakedness and implicit in the
dysfunction. And the title “Voyeur” for her seven smaller inks on paper are ironic
at least, for if we are the voyeurs only, what then is the object of attraction? Her
most finished work is the stunning oil on wood, “Your sadness caught up to you
and you decided to run.” A large horizontal painting, this is a mesmerizing mix of
exhibitionism and unrealized passion. In a billowing cloud of reds, blues and
grays, this model’s orgasm is fake, and perhaps reflects anguish, as her eyes are
too clear and she is too self-aware.

Herskovitz also has subtler work, particularly her collages with imbedded letter
and her familiar metaphors of telephone poles and lines on heavily grained wood.
There are more abstract mixed media on paper; they require more of the viewer
but are no less personal and engaging.

On the contrary, Carlson’s art is as elusive as his title Shapeshifters and,
therefore, even more demanding. In general, his painting and mark-making is
deliberately polished, precise and formalistic, in contrast to his organic figurative
and abstract images. This duality of style and subject matter carries over to such
pieces as “After Dark I” and “After Dark II” with their hypnotic eyeball motif.

It may seem Carlson is only asking the viewer to play along and visually connect
the dots with these companion pieces. Gradually, we realize that it is we who are
being watched by those floating eyes, as if we were the object of some creative
force in the universe, or perhaps just the private cosmos of the artist.

The title piece unites this theme with virtually all of Carlson’s iconography as well
as our connection to another state of being or consciousness. In this narrative



several figures confront cosmic variations of themselves which have been
endowed with an oddly similar DNA of color, form and pattern, but in a state of
flux. It's no coincidence the viewer attempts to “figure out” this painting, just as
its subjects try to grasp the mystery unraveling before them. As with Herskovitz's
art, making a connection of any sort, even with one’s self, is no easy matter.

No one understands or expresses this conflict better than Quincy, who blends the
conceptual and the personal in her wall installation of undulating small oils in
order “to become whole.” Essentially, each painting is a carefully nuanced
“medical illustration” of plastic cadaver cast and human bones. This may strike
some as rather dour, even macabre, but her attention to color, light and detail is
part of her healing process in response to the stress-related illness with which
she copes.

To help the observer fully understand the dichotomy inherent in her work, the
artist orchestrated an unusual response from the viewer. Anticipating that one
may avert one’s eyes to individual pieces, Quincy has arranged them as musical
notes on a scale. Though we don’t know the words or melody to what she says is
an original, upbeat song of renewal, seen from a distance we can at least
appreciate the sought for harmony of her “musical installation.”

In that respect, SODZO is also the most sublime piece in this three-part harmony
exhibit that successfully reconnects the Underground to Bemis and its audience.

The Things I Cannot Say, Shapeshifters and SODZO continue through March 27.
Visit bemiscenter.org.
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