JAMES FUENTES JESSICA DICKINSON

Art in America

Jessica Dickinson: Give, 2010-11, oil on limestone polymer on panel,
56 1/4 x 53 inches; at James Fuentes.

JESSICA DICKINSON
by Faye Hirsch

Jessica Dickinson works on small groups of paintings over a very long
time —as much as a year. Each is inspired by some chance observation or
physical phenomenon, which, while it constitutes her starting point, will
disappear as an image over the course of the painting’s fabrication. The
delicacy, even the loss, of the inspiring phenomenon is at odds with the
almost overwhelming materiality of the finished work, which recalls Jay
DeFeo’s The Rose in its accreted weight.

For her paintings Dickinson uses custom-built rectangular wood pan-
els verging on the square, which are scaled to her body. She begins by
covering them with 10 layers of smoothed limestone polymer. She then
proceeds to build layer upon layer of oil paint, sometimes mixed with
wax, distressing, marking and smoothing as she goes. Each layer must
dry before she proceeds. At various points along the way to completing
a painting, Dickinson lays a large sheet of paper on its surface and makes
a graphite rubbing, eventually producing groups of large drawings that
she calls Remainders. These are both a record of the process each paint-
ing has undergone and finished works in their own right, something like
progressive states of a print.

In this exhibition, Dickinson showed four paintings from 2010-11, and
eight Remainders based on a painting not in the group. It was an elegant,
meditative display. There was a light and a dark gray painting, a blue one
and an orange one. Each has an ineffable presence. You find yourself
peering closely at the built-up surfaces, searching for buried images or
trying to identify the position of marks in the depths. In Always-Also, the
orange painting, parallel rows of small gouges seem to mark the passage
of time. A kind of glow around the top and side edges seems to emanate
from behind a door or window. Similarly, in the blue painting, Give, a
doorlike shape at the center makes you wonder if a door was, indeed,
the inspiration for the painting— or perhaps a shadow falling over a door.
The frame of that door shape is ragged, something like the edges of wa-
ter-damaged frescoes in an old church.

Within the depths of the pale gray Before/Beside, there appears to be
a kind of herringbone design —some lost composition, perhaps. In Close/
Close, the central portion is opaque while the edges are marked with
crinkly lines not unlike those to be found in the Remainder drawings. In
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the paintings, history is collapsed, whereas time unfolds in sequence in
the Remainders. The presence of the two types of work inspires a kind
of melancholia, as the drawings bespeak something that no longer ex-
ists, something irretrievable within the paintings. (That the Remainders
in this show had nothing to do with the paintings only exacerbated a
sense of loss.) The association with grave rubbings is almost unavoidable,
adding an emotional punch to the knowledge that each drawing logged
a transitory state. Once again, the artist achieves an intriguing paradox,
as the architectural scope of the drawings is undermined by the ghostly
delicacy of their markings.
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The title of Jessica Dickinson’s recent show, “Here,” signaled an unwill-
ingness to look elsewhere —at, say, the history of abstract art—demand-
ing instead that attention be paid to the situation at hand. The epony-
mous painting, which faced the viewer upon entering James Fuentes’s
small storefront gallery, lent force to this insistence on presence. In the
2008-2009 work, a shining slab of pale yellow leans precariously right-
ward in front of a blue-gray, green, and chalky off-white background. Up
close, one could see that the near-solid appearance of this sunshiny block
was illusive; it in fact subsists on the ridges left after thin grooves were
etched into the limestone polymer base.

The materiality of the show’s six paintings and works on paper required
the viewer to take them in repeatedly from different vantage points to
negotiate the interplay of light, color, form, and surface, as well as to
map the relationships among them. The space was divided in two, with
the three pieces in the front thematically linked through light as subject
and content. Distance— Come Closer, 2007-2008, bursts with summery
shards of swimming-pool turquoise, and it was only when one examined
the work more closely that one saw that the paint is applied like spackle,
filling deep gouges in the surface, which is elsewhere heavily sanded
down.

A more mimetic and simultaneously more philosophical bent emerged
in the third, closely related piece in the front space, a work on paper that
complemented the sense of affirmation-in-spite-of-the-odds that domi-
nated the paintings. Titled Screen, 2008, it depicts its subject with a grid
of slightly irregular crosshatched lines; a blue shimmers here, too, though
obvious only from a distance, when it emerges seemingly behind the sur-
face. Like the conundrum of its real-world counterpart, the screen is at
once a dense geometric grid and something almost imperceptible, de-

signed to be seen through.

The complexity of Dickinson’s works is built up through a six to twelve-
month-long process of layering and erasure: Each is repeatedly scrubbed
down, sanded, repainted, and modified in various ways. This procedure
reflects the phenomenological basis of her practice: “Each piece,” she
has written, “is rooted in an exchange between a passing everyday
perceptual experience and a psychological/cognitive experience over
time —a silent, unfolding ‘event.’ ... [T]he paintings are a materialization
of this event, and become an event in themselves.” The act of abstraction
is here a rendering of density. That includes a temporal density, as the
drawn-out process to which each work has been subjected is answered
with a decompression that takes place through the act of viewing.

In the rear section of the gallery, a notably darker, almost nocturnal
register prevailed, with a painting and a work on paper that from a dis-
tance look almost solid purple-black, the former, Flash-Shift,2008-2009,
overlaid with concentric circles and the latter, Shift, 2008-2009, with
lines that likewise converge on an off-center point. Each is modulated
with patches of lighter purple and the outlines of Rothko-esque interi-
or rectangles. Dickinson’s process has here become involuted, with the
centripetal texturing of the surface adding to an introspective pull that is
partially (but only partially) countered, when given time to play out, by
the irregularly occurring brighter-colored areas.

The other piece in this space, Before-Almost, 2008, appeared at first
glance to be the outlier of the exhibition. A sheet of paper that looks
like it has been trod upon while lying on a gravelly surface, it is painted,
we learn, on the reverse. The work seems a commentary on the rest of
the show, most explicitly out to make a statement. Rejecting the auton-
omy or purity of abstract art, not to mention its occasional duty as stan-
dard-bearer for a latter-day Romantic sublime, it clarifies the assertion
of the show’s title through the immediacy of its own link with the nuts-
and-bolts world.

An artist’s book accompanying the exhibition, featuring photographs
of graphite rubbings of her paintings, likewise explores the underpin-
nings of Dickinson’s art. The images, titled “Remainders,” look like de-
pictions of dried-out mud. In addition to drawing attention to the sculp-
tural aspects of her painted surfaces, they offer further evidence of the
programmatic integrity of Dickinson’s visually nuanced explorations of
the interdependence of temporal processes and physical matter.
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Portrait of the artist. Pencil on paper by Phong Bui.

JESSICA DICKINSON WITH DANIELLE MYSLIWIEC

One week prior to the opening of her solo show Close/Close at James
Fuentes (May 3 — June 7,2015), Jessica Dickinson hosted Danielle Mys-
liwiec at her Gowanus studio for a conversation about her paintings, her
practice, and the publication of her new book Under / Press. / With-This
/ Hold-/ Of-Also / Of/How / Of-More / Of:Know, published in conjunc-
tion with the show by Inventory Press.

Danielle Mysliwiec (Rail): When I visited the studio last week to sit with
your work alone, I was immediately drawn to this painting, “Knows:”
(2013-2015). I’'ve never seen a painting of yours like this before! The
word aggregate appears in your writings and, to me, “Knows:” feels like
an aggregate of all of your different approaches to painting that I've
seen to date. I see the echo of the slanted rectangle from the composi-
tion of “Here’} (2008-2009) and this ephemeral light that is in many of
your works, which feels like it is being cast from a window outside the
painting’s edge. The surface simultaneously calls to mind crumbling ruins,
polished marble, a weathered slab of stone. Then there are these beauti-
fully wedged marks reading like cuneiform or some illegible lost language
carved into a cave wall from the beginnings of time. How do you see it?

Jessica Dickinson: I was thinking about a moment of sharp clarity being
materialized, like that black line marking the open rectangle, but then
also making visible everything that led up to that moment—as if seeing
multiple ways of attempting to understand something at once. To me it’s
like a strange sensation of understanding time in a very material sense.
Sensations can be physical, like the carved out sections, or ethereal, like
the light—and then almost linguistic, like the opaque black line. In a
way, I thought of all these paintings as having this sort of archaeology, if
that’s the right word. So, it’s interesting that you say that it’s all of the
paintings I’ve ever made combined because I feel like it’s also the other
five paintings for the show combined in it. For this show, I wanted to
create an environment where there were multiple and differing spaces
and times at once, and this is the centerpiece where it is all collapsed.

Rail: Archaeology conjures the act of excavating and I feel that process
in looking at this painting. Can you describe how you made it?
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Dickinson: With all the paintings, I work with oil on a plaster-like surface,
like fresco, and layer a series of events, both additive and subtractive,
over long periods of time. Certain things are planned, like a loose script,
but I don’t know what it will look like —however, I start with the title
and have a very specific thing I am after. It’s actually hard to describe
how it was made, since they are so layered, and each painting is different.
With “Knows:” I started with a thin white line on a grey surface that was
an echo from the painting “Of:Know” (2013). That was like a thin pe-
rimeter of a thought. I carved that out and then applied layers of white
paint, like curtains continually closing. Once that initial delineation was
lost, I carved out these deep decisive gouges with a chisel to create a
larger perimeter. Chunks of plaster flaked off, and that was a dramatic,
unexpected moment. And then it was red, and then bright blue, and then
I painted the slanted rectangular form, which for this painting comes
from that motion of opening a curtain, that transition, the appearance
of illumination. This takes different forms in different paintings for
this show, this idea of being open or closed, different degrees of being
closed, or closeness. Then after painting a black layer —like a light being
turned off —I slowly scraped out the slanted shape with a small chisel
that would dull and be replaced repeatedly. All along, though, I knew 1
wanted there to be this firm rectangular line. It’s based on this window
frame here. I woke up from a studio floor nap and it was very strong and
staring at me. It evoked this certainty and I wrote down “The feeling of
seeing a hard thought.” In a sense the excavation is like this migration
of a thought, like a foundation being moved and the traces of its former
perimeters being visible.

Rail: The new book of your work features the eight paintings made be-
tween 2012 and 2013, each followed by its complete set of “remainders”
(full-scale graphite rubbings documenting significant shifts in the paint-
ings as they’re made). And in your interview with Patricia Treib, includ-
ed in the book, you said you were imagining the paintings from your
show Before/Beside (2011), emitting light, then casting shadows, and the
next body of work being conceived of as those shadows. I loved the idea
of the shadows becoming physical objects. I thought that was a poetic
way to connect the two bodies of work and it speaks to your interest in
light and time as subject matter. Is the work in your current show a con-

Photographs on Dickinson’s studio wall. Courtesy of the artist.

tinuation of this kind of conceptual chronology?

Dickinson: Yes, to me it’s a way to structure things. I do think in terms

of sequences, reoccurrences, and shifts. It’s not some meta-narrative that

anyone needs to comprehend to enter the work, and each piece can work

on its own. The book covers paintings that went from darkness in an inti-
mate space (“Under,” “Press.,” “With-This”) to countering whitish paint-
ings not exhibited (“Hold-,” Of-Also”) to expansive color and scorching

light in the Altman Siegel show (“Of/How,” “Of-More,” “Of:Know”). For

this body of work I made more paintings in order to deal with a larger

expanse of time. I thought of three of the paintings as more stone-like (“
How-Close,” “More:Yet,” “Knows:”) where light and color is embedded,
and the other three (“Close-Now,” “Yet:For,” “:More”) as more luminous

and coming forward in space, with their weight slowly emerging.

Rail: Over the years it seems you’'ve moved away from a more pictorial
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painting space and foregrounded your presence at the surface as the con-
tent of the work. When I was reading the stamped definitions of the titles
on your exhibition flyer, this one stuck with me: “in what way — to what
extent — like what — in whatever way — to mention a fact or event — to
introduce a suggestion — in what way or manner — in, or to what degree,
amount, number — in what condition — for what reason, why”

Dickinson: That’s a composite of definitions of the word “how.” One of
the paintings is titled “How-Close.”

Rail: I like that it ends on “why.” It brings to mind existential questions
and ideas of being. To act is to be, and in painting, in a way, to make a mark
is to be. As an abstract painter today one has to contend with the iconic
gesture of expressionism, so this question of “how?” is essential if you're
trying to make a mark that is felt. You’'ve referred to your paintings as
“radically cared for surfaces” and that care is evident. All of this is to say
that when I look over the last several years of your work and think about
the title of your first show with Fuentes— Here (2009) —1I feel a profound
sense of gravity, like I'm looking at a geological record of the self, of your
here-ness if you will. And it resonates with my individual being as a view-
er, causing me to reflect on my here-ness. Do you see the work as a record
of you?

Dickinson: No. They are not autobiographical. Nor are they about my pres-
ence or the value of my labor or my subjectivity. Ultimately, the paintings
are for others, so the fact that it causes you to reflect on your own here-
ness makes me feel like something is working. That said, when I saw the
book printed, it was really intense to look back at those paintings, because
the details are almost to scale, and the reproductions of the “remainders’
so clear, that I felt like I was making them again, in this tactile way. I could
feel it in my body. And since painting is part of daily life for me, it can’t
help but conjure everything those mean to me, my associations with them,
because there is a deeply personal motivation behind each piece. But I
think it’s so important for me to make the paintings assert their ability to
make space for others, and I've found that the best way to do this is to be
as specific to my own experience as possible, it somehow opens things up
for people better. In a sense there is no “mark” in my work to “be,” there

b

is so much obfuscation, repetition, obliteration, and layers. There isn’t, for
me, an assertion of self; rather, perhaps, an acceptance of intention com-
pounded by chance, a sense of being partial and incomplete. I think so far
away from the singular, and perhaps that is the existential question. One
of my favorite quotes by Clarice Lispector is, “At the moment of painting
and writing I am anonymous. My deep anonymity, that no one has ever
touched.” I think I work the surfaces so much to leave myself, to have
something internal evolve into something outside of me. Griselda Pollock
also struck a chord with me when she wrote about Agnes Martin’s work
producing a “generic subjectivity.” I think these ideas are different than
ideas of “universality,” but I think perhaps the geological record you're
talking of is something we relate to with our bodies as matter, something
more haptic than optic, that perhaps can connect us—and something
about the ability of surfaces to register time, obliquely.

Going back to your comment about the earlier work, that transition
from the more pictorial to more surface oriented, one thing I realized in
the mid-2000s is that the work was getting too representational, which is
an issue that ebbs and flows for me, that I have to keep in check. I want
something more physical. When I was at MICA in 1996, I did the Uni-
versity of Georgia studies abroad program in Tuscany. My teacher from
MICA, Ken Tisa, said, “you have to look at frescoes. Your art is about
decay and fragility and you need to look at frescoes.”

Rail: So, even early on, it was evident that there was an interest in some-
thing physically being worn away over a long period of time.

Dickinson: I think a good teacher can sense the larger thing that’s in
your work but not entirely visible, and direct you. I was making quasi-ab-
stract process oriented paintings at that time. I saw the Assisi frescoes
by Cimabue that have changed through both erosion, accident, and mis-
takes—everything painted white turned black through slow oxidation.
After seeing those I felt like I didn’t know how to make a painting. How
do you make this thing whose forms and marks are only partially decid-
ed? It took a lot of trial and error to figure it out, perhaps a decade of
trying things. I learned true fresco, and didn’t like it. In grad school I made
a big installation, with multiple panels, like a frieze, but then I thought,
Maybe it’s about the decorative border? I started working on the plas-
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ter-like ground with oil paint, but I still thought, Maybe I should make
more illustrative, figurative paintings that are more Baroque? [ Laughter.]

Rail: How do I get to this thing that is resonating with me? Where is it
located?

Dickinson: But also, what exactly is it? It isn’t purely how it looks, it’s how
it feels, and also what took me longer to figure out was a concept to drive
a method, and the right materials. I returned to see the Cimabue frescoes
again in September of 2001, and realized how incredibly physical they
were, and abstract. After that I started to treat the painting more like a
surface going through various events, and I considered the viewer more
as encountering the painting as a perceptual field. But it took a while to
figure out a method. Then during a residency in France in 2008, I spent
more time with crumbling frescoes nobody cared about, and started doing
the large mixed-media works on paper, which got me thinking much more
about pressure and absorption of time, which affected the pressure exert-
ed on the paintings. I was realizing the need to slow everything down—
turn the reductiveness up and turn the contrast and chromatic drama
down so that I can create this really physical space that operates more
gradually. A friend who visited my studio recently, just after travelling to
Pompeii, was describing how the wall paintings he saw had this feeling of
being “lived in” and this sense of “frozen time” that he sensed in my work
as well, which may be ultimately what I’ve been trying to figure out.

Rail: I mentioned the surface of “Knows:” having what appears to me as
a cuneiform-like marking over a large part of the surface. Were you think-
ing of cuneiform or text when you made that?

Dickinson: I have a strong attraction to ancient notching in stone. I wasn’t
thinking as much about it being writing as I was thinking about a surface
being pressured through time, and marking time in different speeds. The
pressure of trying to remove that surface created the motion of the mark.
I'm physically doing it over a long period of time so I have to come up
with different strategies. I like to do things in the work that are really slow
and I like to use a small tool for a big thing. I don’t always feel like a paint-
er—I say I'm painting and then I've got a hammer and a chisel. I'm pick-

ing at a painting with a razor for two months. The mark, for me, is not an
authoritative mark or a gestural mark about my presence, it’s often these
marks that build up in slow increments to become a big thing—or sudden
and dramatic removal —that maybe look like they weren’t made by hand,
perhaps by other processes, forces. This goes back to what I was talking
about before—an accretion of parts rather than a singular mark. Some-
one else mentioned to me that they were reminded of the first markings
of counting, or the stone in a monk’s cell that’s worn down from repeated
prayer in one place.

Rail: I liked how you said earlier “turn the reductiveness up.” It reminds
me that I came across the idea of “baroque minimalism” in your notes.
That seems to be one way this idea of accumulation operates in the paint-
ings. It’s true that on first glance many of the paintings share a reductive
monochromatic language of minimalism, but the immense history of each
painting seems to be both hidden behind and pushing through its sur-
face in a mysterious way that beckons incredibly long and slow periods of
looking. In this painting,“More:Yet,” it reads like a wind blown stone with
these two luminous blue lines that have been gouged out and it’s hard
for me to even comprehend if the final layer was actually applied last or
sanded down to and recovered.

Dickinson: I think in terms of the Baroque and Deleuze’s discussion of
Leibniz and The Fold, of multiple times and material states existing at
once and the potential to unceasingly unfold. In a sense the surfaces are
compressed and hopefully expand in the process of viewing, with no fixed
viewpoint. This painting has 23 “remainders’; which is the most so far. I
wanted a series of opposing actions to happen to it but then somehow
become assimilated into one field with this bracketing of the blue lines
that are almost pushing the surface open. I was thinking of this painting
as opaque and transparent at the same time, and I thought of it as a heavi-
ness that’s been opened and closed several times, which is literally what
happened. A few years ago, I looked at my wall of photographs and real-
ized they’re all of passages of light or something really hard, like stone or
concrete. To me the light, in a sense, represents something that’s fleeting
and constantly changing, but slightly predictable. The hard surfaces are
slowly eroding, being worn down by different forms of exposure, or re-
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Jessica Dickinson, “Knows:” (2013 — 15). Oil on limestone polymer on panel, 56 %x
53%". Photo: Jason Mandella. Courtesy of James Fuentes, New York.

sealing. They both mark time and change in these different ways.

Rail: It makes me think of “the gradual instant,” which is a phrase I came
across a long time ago that has stuck with me. It’s a recurring theme in
Anne Michaels’s novel Fugitive Pieces and I looked it up after seeing your
work last week. “Just as the earth invisibly prepares its cataclysms, so his-
tory is the gradual instant.” And then later in the novel, “at what point
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Jessica Dickinson, “Knows:” (2013 — 15). Oil on limestone polymer on panel, 56 %x
53%". Photo: Jason Mandella. Courtesy of James Fuentes, New York.

does wood become stone, peat become coal, limestone become marble?
The gradual instant.” It describes one way I've been thinking about mean-
ing in your work and the metaphors conjured by your process. There is
that notion of the minor forming the monumental. These feel monumen-
tal to me, not in the expressionistic way of, say, Pollock, but in their visual
weight. I think about the sound they would make if they were tipped over
and what it would feel like to lift them off the wall.

Dickinson: The need for them to have a sense of gravity is important to
me. I do think of all these repeated actions of accumulation and removal
as a way to make the minor into something major. I think also about the
potential of the monumental while viewing the work, how it shifts from
different viewpoints—this could also connect to the “gradual instant,”
with multiple parts and transitions—from the optical to the material —re-
vealing itself at different speeds and in different ways for different people.
Like with “More:Yet”how the blue lines seem to be floating from a dis-
tance, but up close they are dug in. That could go unnoticed by some, or
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be apparent right away. At first they seem atmospheric, and then become
heavy. Others can be heavy at first and then become atmospheric. Paint-
ing always deals with an “instant,” but I really consider the viewing oper-
ation, and work to stretch it out, to create something that maybe appears
to be nothing, yet holds so much, or holds contradictions. I guess in some
ways that goes back to the source of the work. In “More:Yet,” I knew I
wanted to use these vertical lines—there’s this light that comes through
the shades in my room, there’s photos of them on the wall there, they’re
almost like incisions. They kind of haunt me at all times; they’re there
when I wake up in the middle of the night, they’re there when I wake up
in the morning, they’re there as I'm on the other side of the apartment,
and they’re sort of like a bracket, in my peripheral vision, yet so strong
in space, and they’re sort of asking a question—they are peripheral but
major, somehow.

Rail: Do you make these notebook drawings when you’re actually look-
ing at the light coming through?

Dickinson: No, it’s not so literally an observational drawing. It’s not so
much about what it looks like —it’s more like marking different sensations
produced in my thought process or psychological state. I think of seeing,
thinking, and feeling as one thing. The notebook drawings are more like
an automatic drawing practice that later turns into stages for the paintings.

Rail: In your statement, you describe your practice as devotional. I know
you grew up Catholic, and earlier you mentioned the stone in a monk’s
cell being marked by prayer. Do you mean devotional in a religious way?

Dickinson: No, I think it’s important for me to not refer to some other
power or higher power, so I don’t mean that in a religious way. [ used the
word “devotional” because I think of the surface of the painting as a place
where something is worked out philosophically through material, differ-
ent from producing an icon, but with a fidelity to a process. Perhaps it’s a
word I use in the wrong way to stake out the more conceptual side of my
project, which is weird of me! But I think “painting production” now is so
linked to a marketing system of the signature style or intellectual value of
the artist, that I needed to frame my project in terms of loyalty to what-

ever drives it, to serve the painting’s question rather than the demands of
the outside world or standard ideas of “painting.” Another text that has
influenced me is “The Blank Page” by Isak Dinesen. It’s maybe too much
to get into here, but it’s a parable about how the secret of every good story
is to be “loyal to the story,” and to do this we must always “include the
blank page.” This to me is a structural setup to allow for the unknown, and
perhaps in my need to really work the painting through, I have to think of
it as devotional and linked to an intention, to make it really work.

Rail: It makes sense to me because of the commitment you have to the
daily practice. There are a lot of people who say, “Oh, this painting took
me two years to make,” but that means the painting sat on the sidelines
for 6 months and then they went back to it periodically. You are returning
to the surface, over and over and over and over again and, to me, that’s
what seems devotional about it. You've ventured into this pact with the
painting to return to it and that’s unique to your practice, that there’s no
abandonment in this work. You return, until it’s done. At least that’s how
I understand it.

Dickinson: I do want to see something through, no matter what it takes.

Rail: Returning to the role of the minor. You write about the minor, the
peripheral and what you term the “antiheroic” gesture. And then in an-
other text of yours I came across this idea of feminism opening up a space
in abstraction. I don’t know if those two ideas were linked for you. Can
you say more?

Dickinson: Yes, they are linked. It’s a way to rethink how to paint for me.
When I read Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own so long ago, I was
struck by this simple notion of her call to try to make your experience
most accurately into art, and how this can make art richer and better. It’s
not necessarily about a gendered life, or gendered view, and not about
asserting an identity, but thinking about what constitutes a valid subject —
that the fleeting intervals of daily life not constituted as “major” can hold
profound possibilities. This affects the concepts that drive each piece, and
also the approach to making in which a kind of invisibility is layered so
much it becomes something with weight—so the result of small moves
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in what way = to what extent = |ike what = in
vghateve: way = to mention a fact or event = to
introduce a suggestion = in what way or manner =

in, or to what degree, amount, number = in what
condition = for what reason, why

Stamp of composite definitions of the word “how” from the exhibition poster.
Courtesy of the artist.

rather then a heroic gesture. And in the parameters of modernist abstract
painting, we have the authoritative gesture and declarative statements,
and also this idea of a linear canonical march of abstract painting with a
beginning and an end. Growing up as a feminist I just always felt outside
of that, I couldn’t relate. Rothko is often brought up with my work, and
I understand the association, but I've never felt so moved by his work. It
feels too adhered to a notion of the transcendental for me. He talks about
how once the viewer is in a fixed position in front of his work the painting
performs. I always think about a moving viewer, an unending possibility,
not about filling a lack, and abstraction being a possibility for this. The
process of working, letting go of a space of authority, or an assertion of the
ego, through painting—and then the process of viewing it being a space
of sharing and belonging through multiple encounters and exchanges—I
think this is a feminist notion.

Rail: I took some pictures of your bookcase last week and in one there’s
this stack of books: George Kubler’s The Shape of Time on top of Virginia
Woolf’s The Waves, on top of Helen Cixous’s The Third Body, on top of
Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, on top of Rosalind Krauss’s The Origi-
nality of the Avant-Garde and other Modernist Myths, on top of Robert
Etienne’s Pompeii: The Day a City Died. And I just laughed and thought,
“Well, she’s pretty much summed that up!”

Dickinson: I'm so attached to that copy of Moby Dick, which I've been
thinking of again lately. When 1 finally got to page through the new pub-

lication with the “remainders” I had this odd revelation where I was like,

“Wait a second, I had this idea a long time ago. How could a painting be
like a book? How could it unfold through time, be this compact thing that
somehow holds so much?” Around 1999, I wanted to create a painting
that somehow produced epic time. I was reading epic literature, like War
and Peace,Moby Dick, The Iliad. And then I had this sense when I got the
new publication that the actual “remainders” are like a book form of the
paintings. Also all the paintings’ titles are thought of in sequence, howev-
er poetic and oblique, so the paintings are strangely structured as a book.
Not so literary or narrative, but in a kind of sequential experience. Maybe
I’'m not a devotional painter —maybe I'm a novelist! [Laughter.]

Rail: Yes! That’s what I was thinking when I paged through the “remain-
ders” in the book. In fact I wrote in my notes “This reads as a really un-
derstated suspense thriller.” I was kind of taken aback by how invested I
became in seeing what came next, because honestly when I originally sat
down with the book, I was expecting to flip through them and stop at a
few that caught my attention. Then I ended up going very slowly, page by
page. When did you start making the“remainders”?

Dickinson: I did the first “remainders” in 2009, which were rubbings of the
final state of each painting. I thought, what if I just made a really direct draw-
ing where I didn’t touch it at all after, just transcribed the surface? Because
the paintings always have a specific material state that is not always visible.
I liked that this could account for some other less visible reality of the paint-
ing. One thing that opened up my practice at large was Jay DeFeo’s idea of
The Rose going through a “lifespan,” and the performative element of the
documentation she made of that piece. With the next group of paintings, I
started an experiment, making a rubbing every time I completed something
significant on the surface. Sometimes that shift in the surface isn’t so clear
in the “remainder,” but that’s part of it, it has to be in the sequence, because
I think sometimes things occur that aren’t always so dramatic and that’s
part of it, that time can be uneventful, or there is a discrepancy between the
physical reality of the painting and the visual. And then I liked the way the
“remainders” embody time in this more lateral way than the paintings.

Rail: Do you ever look back to them as a map of what to uncover or
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reveal later?

Dickinson: Honestly, I don’t look at them that much while I'm painting. I
kind of know what’s there. What they do help me with is making a record-
ing of an event and then letting it go. I think the“remainders” have been
good for the paintings, because I can be more disciplined and obliterate
or cover something if that’s what needs to happen.

Rail: Right. They seem to allow you to maintain that loyalty to the paint-
ing you spoke of earlier, in this case, to acknowledge the inevitable loss
that comes with time passing.

Dickinson: Yes, and also give credit to the not entirely visible, because all
the actions and obliterations aren’t lost, and time is not lost —these events
are always necessary to get to what comes next.
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HERE, 2008-2009, oil on limestone polymer on wood panel, 56 x 53 inches,
courtesy the artist and James Fuentes LLC,New York.

What State Abstraction: Jessica Dickinson & Philip Taaffe by Jackie
Saccoccio

Earlier this year I posed a question to 12 admired painters: “What is the
current state of abstraction?

When I talk about abstraction I want to give it the fluidity to elude
language that could harden it with rigid boundaries. I use abstraction
because it reflects aspects of my lived experience where things shift,
change, and resist definition —where things are unknown yet positively
real. The history of abstraction I learned in school was rooted in the 20th-
century meta-narrative of abstraction being invented and then linearly
evolving along one path. But we know this narrative is very closed down,
that it suppressed many other histories, directions, and possibilities of
abstraction. I think artists using abstraction today are coming in through
many different side doors. They are conscious of and inspired by the
marginal possibilities of abstraction.

The article in the February ‘09 Artforum by Achim Hodchdorfer,
“A Hidden Reserve: Painting from 1958 to 1965,” examines the shift of
advanced critical discourse away from painting in that era. It tackles the
difference between the way abstract painting was defined and the life
that it actually was living. Hodchdorfer discusses how what began as a
critical evaluation of the tension within the dialectic between painterly
substance and aesthetic transcendence where “beholding does not take
place either in literalness or its transcendence, but rather as a constantly
shifting series of events—during which different modes of perception
and faculties of cognition collide but also form occasional connections”
was repositioned from one that acknowledged the importance of these
complex relations within painting to making the declaration that it must
choose between them.

I think this binary course of critical evaluation also followed
certain philosophical ideas about the separation of mind and body, often
privileging the former as superior and in control of our experiences.
This created an uncomfortable hierarchy, with transcendent abstraction
culminating into some sort of ultimate condition, pushing artists to
react against abstraction as a proclamation of false limitations. Since
then, feminism has been working on dislodging this hierarchy between
mind/body within artmaking, and recent developments in neurobiology
and neuropsychology have made breakthroughs in our understanding
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of how interconnected and interdependent our minds and bodies really
are. Perhaps the complex and multifaceted process of cognition in
making sense of the world around us through our bodies, sensations,
imagination, and perception is something that can be newly explored
in both making and looking at paintings that veer toward abstraction. If
there is a trajectory to the current history of abstract painting, it is that
it has kept pursuing its inherent tensions to explore how material and
mental existence, the process of perceptual and conceptual faculties, is
continually resistant to being separated.
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THREE-SENTENCE REVIEWS: PETER SAUL’S FAKE NEWS,
TREVOR PAGLEN’S ZOMBIE CONCEPTUALISM,AND 7MORE
SEPTEMBER SHOWS

by Jerry Saltz

Jessica Dickinson; Are: For + remainders
James Fuentes
55 Delancey Street

It’s no secret that I have had my critical problems with the many redoes
of 1960s and ’70s monochrome painting and painting that confuses
process for content — artists making pretentious empty canvases
by leaving them in the Red Sea or rubbing them on the sidewalks of
Ferguson, Missouri. I have been following Jessica Dickinson’s work for
a long time and while I still think she may be just another one of these
later-day process painters, there is some sort of resonance to the way,
for example, she makes a rubbing of every stage of a painting, and then
shows, as she does here, all the rubbings and the painting. That at least
lets me know that even things that can look like nothing — like these
rubbings and the paintings — may really be something, so I'm still on
board — for now.
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9 ART EVENTS TO ATTEND IN NEW YORK CITY THIS WEEK
by The Editors of Artnews

TUESDAY, AUGUST 1

Opening: Jessica Dickinson at James Fuentes

Typically accompanied by what the artist calls “remainders,” or rubbings
made from her work, Jessica Dickinson’s paintings are objects that also
include their environments. For this first time in New York, Dickinson
will exhibit a painting alongside an entire series of remainders made
from it. Looking at the remainders, one becomes aware of how much
Dickinson’s uneven canvases, often made using oil paint that she then
chips and chisels, collect various elements from the outside world. In
some cases, viewers might even be able to glimpse small piles of dust—
evidence that these objects are being changed by the world around
them. Instead of an opening reception, this show will have a closing in
September.

James Fuentes, 55 Delancey Street, 10 a.m.—6 p.m.



