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 John McAllister, cymbals of sleep uncurtain the night, 2018. Oil on canvas over panel, wood panels and burlap on the front only, 72 1/2 

× 254 × 84 inches. Courtesy James Fuentes. 

Since around 2008, when he began showing work at James Fuentes, John McAllister has been 

steadfastly painting gardens. In the current exhibition, trees, shrubs, and flowers gather in three mid-

sized canvases; and in a 20-foot-long panorama comprised of eight hinged panels, a sunset unfolds 

across an early spring garden. Despite the humming palettes of pink, orange, violet, and indigo, it 

feels chilly in these paintings. Maybe it’s because now, in late March, we enter the gallery from the 

frosty street with ever-more impatience for the turn of season that these images predict. In the 
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paneled piece, cymbals of sleep uncurtain the night (2018), I see trillium and narcissus, early 

reanimators breaking the blank dirt. Buds cluster promisingly on spindly twigs. A few of the soft-

looking white pods remind me of magnolias; though, maybe they’re forsythias, ready to burst with 

sulfur-yellow blooms by morning. 

The rich specificity of plant life that enables this dreamy taxonomy is mostly new for McAllister. Each 

subject is differentiated, such as the leafless river birch that bends languorously across one canvas. 

Much of the detail throughout lies in the colors. McAllister’s earlier work in this vein was often limited 

in palette, dominated by just two or three electric hues that created a psychedelic, graphic effect. The 

nuance here speaks to the artist’s maturing skill and is especially strong in the nocturnal scenes; sings 
darksome silvery (2018) appears uniformly inky from across the room, but close-up the night sky is 

actually lavender, the ground a clarified icy-blue; the snowdrops drooping over it are unadulterated 

magenta. 

This wealth of color information means the paintings can’t be savored in one shot. They ask for close-

up examination, especially the largest one, which invites us to shuffle along it from left to right, 

following the passage of the sunset like 18th century gawkers of panoramic history paintings. This 

sweeping format, depicting not only a pan across space but the passage of time, has me thinking of the 

popular, pre-cinematic spectacles of pano- and diorama painting that once captivated crowds in 

Europe and America with scenes of historical battles, picturesque landscapes, and urban vistas. They 

offered an experience rooted in illusion, and were reviled by critics for their distasteful, even 

dangerous deceptiveness. Wordsworth objected that it cheapened the transportive qualities of the 

sublime, while handbills and press coverage of such exhibits asserted—with variously condescending 

and sensationalizing tones—how spectators might be so convinced by the illusion as to temporarily 

lose their grip on reality.  

In McAllister’s panorama, there is no sense of deception. I do not feel transported to these 

Technicolor landscapes. This has a lot to do with the decorative framing edges of the paintings that 

break off the scenery across one side. Their function here is distinct from his earlier works in which 

pattern has served as an illusionistic device, often resembling decorative wallpaper upon which scenes 

of nature appear to “hang,” simulating paintings within paintings. Those works mostly evoke the belle 

époque of French post-impressionism from which the artist drew heavily; their stripes and dry-

brushed patterns sometimes explicitly referencing Matisse and Vuillard. In the new paintings, 

aggressively perpendicular triangles and patchwork hatches are anti-illusionistic. They sit on top of 

the scenes themselves, emphasizing the border-zone between the painting and the gallery wall. They 

block an immersive view, beaming “noli me tangere.”   
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John McAllister, cymbals of sleep uncurtain the night, installation view. Courtesy James Fuentes. 

They reflect a contemporary reality in which painting has shed its illusionism. Today, the proposition 

that one might be legitimately disoriented by a painting to the point of questioning one’s position in 

time and space is, at best, unlikely. In a present where the “painting-as-window” is a theoretical 

artifact, what purpose remains in painting a garden?  

Here, the flora constitute a plane of immanence that fills up the canvases to the brim, saturating them 

with ample, buttery paint. It’s all rendered flat, with no pretension of atmosphere or perspective, but 

the abundance of interlocked surfaces and planes creates an immanent sense of space like that found 

in some tapestries, or in some works by Matisse, to whom the artist has often been tethered by critics. 

But McAllister is no longer directly quoting from the teacher, which makes these paintings his 

strongest yet. Untied from their heavy references to post-impressionism, they exist fully in the 

present. Rather than feeling transported, I feel rooted in space with these reticent plants, anchored by 

the certain fade from day to night, winter to spring. 

CONTRIBUTOR 

Alex A. Jones 

Alex A. Jones is a contributor to the Brooklyn Rail. 
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John McAllister  
CARL FREEDMAN GALLERY  
29 Charlotte Road March 30–May 6, 2017 

Looking fairly flat in reproduction, John McAllister’s 
paintings reveal, in person, a delicate concern with 
spatial conventions. Recurrent motifs include 
linear, Matissean still lifes, landscapes, mise en 
abymes, and striped or hatched patterns, often 
merging into an implied surface as wallpaper or 
parquet flooring. But these are not merely reframed 
Matisse, or neon Nabis. Slackening the tight 
calibration and push-pull dynamics of The Red 
Studio–era Matisse, McAllister often situates the 
main compositional tension in the relations 
between the rectangular framing devices. A 
shallow illusionistic depth is established between 
two or three layers of pictured reality. Detail is then 
freed up, the component objects becoming less 
anchored within the overall play of compositional 
forces. Fronds, palms, and flowers cluster in loose 
tangles, decorative yet alive (bestir duskbright, all 
works 2017).  

McAllister’s limited palette also acts as a unifying 
principle. In a number of images, a narrow range 
of violets, mauves, and grays on a fluorescent-

pink ground describe a crepuscular nature that’s both distanced and artificial—a sort of Kenneth 
Anger pastoral. Within the paintings’ shallow plastic depth, minor tonal shifts take on greater 
significance, as do such subtle touches as the reality effect created by the softening or refraction of 
an object seen through water in a vase (amidst bliss be, for instance, and among spectral sounds). 

In the panoramic burst into dazzling daze, the background pattern of repeated triangles is pushed 
out to the edge of the canvas, a floral idyll filling the viewer’s field of vision. In these larger 
landscapes, reticence and sophistication give way to an enveloping painterly generosity. 

— Patrick Price 

John McAllister, bestir duskbright, 2017, oil on canvas, 72 x 
61". 
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John McAllister
RICHARD TELLES FINE ART
7380 Beverly Boulevard
September 12, 2015–October 17, 2015
By Mariko Munro

Inspired by its creator’s recent trip to Japan, a large-scale, 
freestanding painted screen (or byobu) embraces the 
decorative nature of John McAllister’s work by joining 
canvases to form an ornamental centerpiece. On one side, 
a flat interior scene stretches across all six panels—a suave 
living room with a slender table, vase of shapely flowers, 
two paintings, and lounging cat. Opulent oils in rose, cerise, 
and carnation pink dominate the composition, offset by the 
colors of the depicted paintings—a landscape with muddy 
olive foliage, a sea-foam stream, and cerulean sky; a coral 
and peach-hued still life. The screen’s reverse features a 
shifting patterned “wallpaper” in muted mauve and taffy 
pink with two potted plants painted low as if set on the floor, 
and several depictions of postcard-size pictures seemingly 
affixed to the screen’s surface. The final panel departs with 
a leaf-and-branch motif set against a dark plum ground, 
favoring a more graphic effect.

Within this single work McAllister incites a playful conversation addressing multiple layers of representation, 
continuing beyond the patrician setting (paintings within paintings) to the incorporation of frames within 
the canvases of the wall-hung works. Even the verbiage of his titles—the exhibition’s, for example, “Sultry 
Spells Rapture”—employs homonyms, multiplying possibilities of interpretation with poetic effect. The byobu 
contributes to an elegant and fitting development in McAllister’s work: He continues to utilize the dandyish 
language and technique of nineteenth-century French painting, a period which itself was influenced by the 
super-flat aesthetic of Japanese painting. He simultaneously luxuriates in a narrowed and sumptuous palette to 
a shimmering, immersive effect—color negatives set against a light box, or black light Matisse.
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ART IN REVIEW
John McAllister: ‘Damned Sparkling Pomp’

By ROBERTA SMITH October 20, 2011

With increasing optical intensity John McAllister’s smart, 
wryly elegant new paintings continue to negotiate a path 
between past and present, painting and photography, 
decoration and documentation, and modernism and 
postmodernism. In his fourth New York gallery solo 
Mr. Mcallister’s briskly painted images seem once more 
inspired by photographs. Each depicts an early modernist 
still life or landscape painting evocative of Matisse, 
Bonnard or the Fauvist Braque against backgrounds of 
geometric or foliate patterns that suggest exotic textiles, 
ersatz wallpaper or other artworks (including the early 
stripe paintings of Frank Stella). Sometimes additional 
paintings and tiled floors are part of the composition, 
evoking the between-the-wars studio of some School of Paris painter (O.K., Matisse).

In contrast the works’ assorted patterns and paintings are tightly layered, alluding, it would seem, to postwar 
modernism’s infatuation with flatness. This concern is wittily reiterated by the fact that Mr. McAllister’s own 
stretchers are quite shallow, so that his canvases sit abnormally close to the wall. In the best paintings the 
palette takes a farther step toward the present by concentrating on a close range of colors (often lavenders, reds 
and purples) that have a monochromatic, irradiated and even, if vaguely, Op Art effect. Works like “Darksome 
Almost Dawn,” “Under Spells Spelled Vital,” “When Runs Silence” and “X and Province” especially might 
almost be hand-colored negatives, lighted from within. But they are in fact paintings, made by someone unafraid 
to embrace the medium or its history, or to toy with the ratios of hedonism and skepticism therein.
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“I was the shadow of the waxwing slain, by the false azure in the window pane,” the character John Shade writes in Nabokov’s 

novel Pale Fire. It’s from Shade’s fictional poem recounting the crash of a bird into a window, that John McAllister finds the 

title of his current exhibition, cymbals of sleep uncurtain the night.  

 

McAllister’s flat, neon-Fauvist landscapes beckon us to look through a figurative window pane. The artist also asks the viewer 

to step outside the window, by toying with the illusion of three-dimensionality in his eight-panelled, panoramic 

landscape. cymbals of sleep uncurtain the night is a slight tongue-in-cheek play at the panorama painting genre of the 19th & 

20th centuries, as it does not attempt an illusion of a continuous environment.  Instead, McAllister’s radiant landscape is 

removed from the walls and, standing in the middle of the space, is broken up into eight conjoined panels, 

thus actually encompassing the viewer. It’s hard not to feel a surge of emotion when looking at this monumental blue-and 

pink-sunset, as the artist also adds a dimension of temporality to the stagnant panoramas of the past.  
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McAllister’s game of perspectives corresponds to the prank-like style of Nabokov’s Pale Fire, a book that tricks the reader 

into thinking they’re reading a poem with academic commentary, only to realize they’ve read a fictional novel. McAllister’s 

fantastical paintings are on view at James Fuentes until April 15th.  – Claire Milbrath 
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AFTERSCHOOL ART 

By Tom Christie and Holly Myers 

John McAllister’s story has an appealing air of American romanticism, evoking the likes of 

Pollack and de Kooning. He grew up in Louisiana, where his exposure to art was limited to books 

an magazines. He studied photojournalism at the University of TexasAustin, then struck out for 

the big city, picking up an education in art history while working as a night watchman at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. Casper David Friedrich made a lasting impression, as 

did Frederic Church and Winslow Homer. In 2001, McAllister traveled to Italy, encountering 

Caravaggio, Bernini, Tintoretto, Veronese, and Titian. The trip cemented his resolve. “I came 

back from Italy,” he says, “ feeling I needed to do more in every way to make paintings that 

carried the same force as those I had seen.” 

So he returned to the books and clippings he’d accumulated in his photojournalism days, looking 

for a subject that would give his works presence and drama. He became captivated with a 

photograph of a house being consumed by lava, and that led him to images of fire and explosions. 

“I noticed how the effects of fire in a landscape were similar to those in Impressionist painting,” 

he says. “In Monet’s paintings of Rouen Cathedral, the light is eroding the stone edifice. When 

there is a fire, the erosion of solid structures is both visual and physical.” 

The subject of the paintings, he says now, is not fire per se but force: not just the image but the 

sensation of a momentous occurrence. “Force is a challenging and wonderful topic for painting,” 

he says. “It emphasizes the incredible capacity of oil paint to describe and present movement and 

light. The paintings are large, beautifully rendered and unapologetically ambitious. “I want my 

artworks to be invested with intensity and grandeur,” he says, “to carry with them the dynamic 

sensations of the events they depict.” 


