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Elizabeth Mackenzie
Main Exit

Vancouver

October 5 to 16

In this room movement 1s arrested.
Life 1s still. Painted figures and ob-
jects loom large, ascending half way
up the eighteen foot high, white gal-
lery walls. The figures seem to be
graphically playing out an unclear
story. I contemplate their frozen and
i1solated gestures and feel compelled
to interpret them, however, there is no
specific storyline to apprehend. These
1solated gestures are fragments of a
series of events like flashbacks to a
memory, or apprehensive imaginings
of an encounter yet to come. In effect,
[ tell my own story and you tell yours.

Elizabeth Mackenzie's show, Still
Life with Flowers, consists of two
adjacent gallery walls which have
larger than life silhouettes of figures
and objects painted, with gold paint,
directly onto their surfaces. There are
four separate ‘‘scenes’ ', each accom-
panied by a smaller sketch executed
on paper, also in gold paint, and
pinned to the wall. The first scene
depicts a woman and a man embrac-
ing: the second is a flower vase filled
with gladiolas; the third shows a
woman dragging a man beside a table;
the fourth 1s the silhouette of a man
slouched forward, apparently just ris-
ing to his feet.

Within a deliberately ambiguous
narrative structure, the artist depicts
what she perceives to be stereotypical
images of Man and Woman. Macken-
zie 1s more interested in form arrived
at conceptually rather than optically.
These are cartoon images. They
endeavour to represent everyone's
mental image of Man and Woman
through salient characteristic fea-
tures: she wears a dress and high-
heels, he of course sports a suit.

Is there a danger here of perpetuat-
ing our modern cultural malaise of
sexual stereotyping? The danger in
Mackenzie’s mind 1s slight. We are
probably beyond modelling ourselves
after Mary or Dick from the Dick van
Dvke Show. At the opening to
Mackenzie’s exhibition there was a
general consensus that her figures had
a definite late fifties, early sixties look
and a self-conscious melodrama in
their frozen actions. Like scrapbook
stills from the 2:00 Matinee Movie,
the distance time has put between us
and these nostalgic images makes
them relatively harmless but also
impotent. One may be annoyed at
their use for reasons of personal poli-
tics, but 1t 1s hard to be threatened.
More threatening perhaps is their ref-
erence to the mindless seduction of
present day media and advertising by
virtue of their size and colour.

The colour of gold 1s suggestive of
the opulence and warm lustre of pre-
cious objects, however, the metallic
sheen of the gold paint on the white
gallery walls is austere. The emotional
effect 1s one of distancing. The paint is
applied freely; one viewer suggested
the edges have the fuzziness of televi-
sion definition. Mackenzie is interest-
ed 1n the difficulty of gold as a colour.
The two walls she did not paint house
huge windows which flood the gallery

Elizabeth Mackenzie, installation view of Still Life with Flowers at Main Exit Gallery,
Vancouver

with daylight. This in turn plays off
the brush-mottled surfaces in a subtle
dance of light. Depending on where
you stand 1n relation to this complex
light-play, the painted surfaces are
either lustrous and seemingly volu-
metric, or flat and ephemeral, likening
themselves to shadows or back-lit sil-
houettes.

The size of her vision 1s megavision:
billboard, bar-room video, film and
mural proportions. The figures are
heroically big. Mackenzie’s work, by
it’s elegant shapes, spaceless setting
and surface splendor quotes from res-
taurants and expensive department
stores — sans muzak. The uncluttered
and meditative space of the gallery
brings to mind such public spaces
erily deserted.

This brings me back to the deliber-
ate ambiguity of the piece. It alludes
to a narrative but there is no beginning
and no end. I feel the images attempt
to “‘embody’’ all the pallid drama,
suspense and comedy of a half-hour
television show or a drugstore novel
by their general reference to these
forms. They are, in effect, cliches,
derivative or at least reminiscent of
Robert Longo’s work which likewise
elicits voluble interpretations through
deliberately glib imagery. ...The
Embrace ...Is it the beginning or the
end? Does she love him or is she plot-
ting his murder... Further along the
wall a woman is dragging a man. Some
say he 1s poisoned or drunk. I contest
he’s been struck an unweilding blow
to the back of the skull, black and
white movie thriller style. The sus-
pense music in my head becomes
shrill and climaxes. ...On the oppos-
ing wall he drags himself groggily to
his feet. Alone.

The piece does not live until we as
an audience participate. It does not
tell a story until we infuse it with our
own, deliberately. One may be dis-
content with the recurring preoccupa-
tion of some contemporary visual
artists with images evocative of what
seems to be wistful and sentimental
yearnings for a Leave it to Beaver life
that never really was. Is this preoccu-
pation an amusing reverie? Is it a
deluded sense of derision, or perhaps
a concealed and latent cynicism to-
wards images which never really did
or will touch us very deeply? There is
an air of ennui about the piece, an

intrigue with the nostalgic and there-
fore possibly a resistance to deal with
the immediate. The artist points to the
symptoms of an age which is daily and
collectively desensitized to basic
human emotions through perpetua
media image overload. Soon we wil
noéswish to go beneath the splendid
surface, will not have the patience to
get involved. Perhaps we lack the
emotional equipment.

Mackenzie's work does not ask us
to carry out the Revolution. It does
not pretend to do that. Rather, it
points towards these images and all
that they evoke and asks us to con-
template. Figures from Mackenzie's
previous installation at YYZ in To-
ronto were isolated, lost in their soli-
tary domestic tasks. Now they inter-
act. The tacit tension of the previous
work is now direct. There 1s, I find,
too much mutual emotion in the Em-
brace to regard it as only an image of
sophisticated boredom: the woman
rests her head on his shoulder and he,
reciprocally, gives in to her. One
detects a very real sense of passion
below the flat, gold, surface. The fig-
ures are, however, ultimately faceless,
flat, awesome In size and frigidly
metallic. They represent images
and consequently evoke emotive re-
sponses with which we as denizens of
the post-industrial automated age are
not unfamiliar.

Mackenzie has taken up the artist’s
“*move to the wall’’; in doing so she
avoids the ongoing arguments about
the fundamental issue of conceiving
painting as a finite object/commodity,
and for the duration of the show cap-
tures a commanding presence which a
video screen (her former medium)
misses. The show is consciously tem-
porary. It has a two week life span and
then it no longer exists. It can only live
on in documentation, like so many
contemporary objects, edifices, expe-
riences and social arrangements —
like the building you once stood
before which is now torn down, with
the lover you once loved and no longer
see, on the trip you once took but
somehow forgot the experience be-
cause you know you could relive it
through the Polaroid picture you held
in your hand. That too, with time,
disintegrates.

Merike Talve
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Recent concurrent showings of two
works by Stephen Schofield, an in-
stallation, real to rgal and a series of
life-size sculptures, Le fini d’amour,
provided an excellent opportunity
for comparison and questioning of
changes in the artist’s work. In addi-
tion, the subsequent showing of Le
fini d’amour in New Directions,
Montreal/Toronto, a group exhibi-
tion, allowed an appraisal of this work
within the broader context of “‘new
image’’ figuration.

Real to real was conceived as a
possible performance environment,
continuing Schofield’s previous ex-
ploration of simple, i1deal structures
and events. The antecedents include
the whimsical abstraction of the in-
stallation, Du début au commence-
ment (1981, Montréal, and Quebec),
where the movement of the visitor
through the work set off tipsy circular
movement, triggering changes in the
wooden propellers and ceramic cones
populating the room, and the earlier
free and open structure of the swim-
ming choreography Sphere (1980,
Campbellford, Ontario), in which the
performers followed and encouraged
changes in sculptural forms, this time
fired and unfired ceramic spheres as
they floated down the Crow River.
Schofield, with his joyful wonderment
at basic shapes and materials and their
ability to animate human relations,
conceived real to real as yet another
utopic co-habitation of form, environ-
ment and human presence. An expres-
sion of ‘‘naive faith’’, the installation
would recall the dome forms of the
Byzantine basilica, decorated not
with mosaics but pierced with small
holes arranged in constellation-like
patterns, like ‘‘domes of heaven''.
The eight domes would be arranged in
a square pattern reminiscent of a
Greek cross church plan. Light from
sources above the domes would spar-
kle through the pin-holes to be caught
in patterns on the shiny inner surface
of eight large copper-rimmed clay and
cement bowls rubbed to a dull glow
inside with graphite. The heavy, hemi-
spherical bowls would be capable of
limited movement when nudged by
the spectator or performer, the player
in this garden of light. The papier
maché domes were painted bright yel-
low and the installation, as conceived,
suggested a rich play of colour, light,
movement and texture, a balance of
reason and sensuality, ideas and
craftsmanship.

This conception of real to real was
not executed according to plan — the
disturbing emotionalism fully ex-
pressed in Le fini d’amour was permit-
ted to infiltrate the ideal space of the
installation. As he assembled it, the
artist transformed the piece Into an
enigmatic and difficult environment.
Slight wrenchings and humourous
reverals in the classic formal language
recalled the unsettling distortions of
[talian mannerist architecture, with
its slipped keystones, strategically re-
arranged consoles, expressionistic
proportions. Schofield reversed the
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