DI ANE VH TEHOUSE by diff Eyl and

| met D ane Witehouse for the first tinme when we
served on a five person visual arts jury. (Details
about such deliberations are kept secret, but |
think I can nake the follow ng story public wthout
betraying a confidence.) Because we were the only
painters, our job was to undo the bl ank

| nconpr ehension in our coll eagues' faces whenever a
pai nting cane up on the slide screen. Even inside
the world of visual art, many people find it
difficult to eval uate paintings.

There are innunerable technical ways to make art,
and so perhaps a famliarity with painting can no

| onger be assuned even of highly educated artists.
(O maybe the non-painters deferred to us out of a
Canadi an sense of courtesy.) That experience

convi nced ne that a nore general discussion of
painting than usual is required in catal ogue essays
such as this.

Firstly, Witehouse's painting nust be viewed
directly, that is, it nust be seen in the flesh so
that its colour, scale and inmagery are seen and
felt inrelation to one's body. That is how the work
I's made, and this is how the work shoul d be vi ened.
(Sone art may not seemto require a cl ose engagenent
of the senses, but even that work, | would argue,
nust actually be seen before a judgnment can be nade.
For exanple, should | trust an opinion about what an
Andy Warhol Brillo Box really |ooks |ike w thout
seeing one nyself? Can | really know froma

r epr oduct i on?)

Television flits video segnents by al nost too

qui ckly to be seen, but a painting nust be all owed
to slowy unfold before a viewer. Forget video as
you slowly take in a Wiitehouse painting. Carefully
run your eyes over the work. Judge its size in
relation to your size. Try to read its inagery.

Wal k the length of it. Look at it fromvarious

angl es. Trace your responses. Free associ at e.

Sl ow vi ewi ng used to be commonpl ace anong art
| overs, but now many (I'maguilty of this sometines,



too) just scan a painting quickly, read a | abel, and
nove on. But a painting nust not be | ooked through
or around before it is |looked directly at. If a
viewer believes, to riff on a fanous di ctum that
before a painting is a war horse, a garden, or a
scantily-clad woman, it just illustrates sone
trivial idea, then why |ook at all?

Looking at a painting in order to puzzle out its
anbiguities--especially a painting that tends to
abstracti on--has been considered for years by sone
to be a waste of tine. Since every painting style
has been theoretically accepted this century, so one
argunent goes, what is the point of attenpting to
view new paintings as if they were i ndeed new? Jaded
sensibilities, world-weary seen-it-all cynicism and
nay-saying for its own sake are common in the world
of contenporary art, but thoughtful viewers forget
all that for a while as they | ook hard at an
anbi ti ous pai nting.

In a typi cal Witehouse painting, |arge areas appear
to be one-off applications of paint--this can be

m sl eadi ng, since Wiitehouse often paints over parts
of a picture in white gesso so that they appear to
be "blank" (if no ridges of paint are visible under
t he new paint, one can be fooled). (her areas of
canvas are reworked and overpainted in various ways,
but the final look is spontaneous, as if only one

| ayer of paint exists. Drips of paint run vertically
down canvasses as if to orient the viewer's body to
proper view ng of the surface. The paintings are

| ooked at frontally as one woul d stand before a real
| andscape. Charcoal and graphite marks run over and
under paint, or float freely. Sonetines a contour is
suggested by a graphite line and then i nredi ately
contradicted by a swath of col our which buries part
of it.

Landscape, water and sky are common "defaul ts" of
the eye when viewi ng an abstract painting, even if
the surface has been geonetrically ordered so as to
excl ude such references. Like other skilled

pai nters, Witehouse plays with these perceptual
defaults. She uses cl ose-val ue col our and whites

t hat suggest the undul ations of hills or clouds.



Her drawing will often sneak up, so to speak, on
sone recogni zable formlike a house or a pipe, and
then just as suddenly veer off into a coagul at ed
sluice of paint. Abit of collage in Rose Lake, for
exanpl e, suggests a branch. The artist's nental
processes are nade concrete as a mark or a colour is
considered for a nonent and then changed as if in
m d-application. Such intuitive decisions are
traced by a viewer intuitively as s/ he | ooks at the
residue of artist's activity.

The white patches, the drips, and the sudden turns
and tw sts of paint record the artist's inprovised

t houghts. This tradition is identified with Jackson
Pol | ock and Abstract Expressionism but goes back at
| east as far as Cezanne, and, in terns of
prelimnary drawings, it can be followed deep into
art history. But, again, why inprovise if every

pai nting style since Cezanne has already been
entered into the culture of painting? The answer is
that such assertions are far too general, and that

I n believing such statenents, you nmay not be

| ooki ng carefully enough at a Witehouse, or a
Cezanne. (Let ne ask you this, and I want you to
answer honestly: have you ever seen a painting that
| ooks |i ke a Witehouse painting? Be specific about
whi ch artist you believe paints |ike her--and |I nean
exactly like her.) In deliberations about the

hopel essness of making a new paintings in a world of
sinmul acra and repetition, viewers nust consider the
possibility that Witehouse may not paint exactly

| i ke anyone el se ever painted. In any case, a

Wi t ehouse pai nting cannot be reduced to a dry
exercise in the categorization or the geneal ogy of
pai nting. One way out of this particul ar postnodern
cul -de-sac is to examne things closely--materially
and historically--as if they are what they often
literally are, that is, newthings in the world, or
at least newthings in a viewer's phenonenol ogi cal
wor | d.



This essay, |ike all essays about art, el bows
itself for a nonment between the silent viewer and an
the absent artist. A D ane Wi tehouse work can be

I magi ned as a record of a silent private
perfornmance, of stopping and starting, of | ooking
and adjusting. A viewer scans the finished canvas to
reconstruct the creative process, anong ot her

t hi ngs. This non-verbal comuni on between vi ewer and
wor k conprises what nmany believe to be the essenti al
art experience

O not.

A viewer can also | ook at a Wi tehouse painting

wi t hout stopping the internal chatter for a second:
Wy that slash of green there? What's the difference
bet ween a good Witehouse and a bad Witehouse? D d
she paint this fromlife?

Wittgenstein suggested that if we cannot speak
clearly about a thing we nust pass over it in
silence. That's Witehouse's position, too, at |east
on the evidence of her one-sentence 1996 artist's
statenent for a 1996 Site Gallery exhibition with
Mary Scott: "I don't have anything to say that's not
in the paintings." In conversation she insists, and
| would agree with her, that there are nmany things
about painting that can't be spoken. (I have taught
wi th Wiitehouse at the University of Manitoba, where
she urges her students at to see a |ot of painting
and to paint at |east as nmuch as they tal k about

it.)

Prairie artists such as Witehouse (and, by the way,
W nni pegger Don Reichert) were attracted early in
their careers by the scale and anbition of Anerican
abstract expressionist painting. Both Reichert and
Wi t ehouse, anongst others, owe sonething both to

m d-century American abstract painting and the
vast ness of the prairie |andscape.

Unl i ke nost other prairie painters, however,

Wi t ehouse grew up in England. She went to art
school there at a tinme when the | egacy of the

cubi sts and Cezanne dom nated the UK post-war scene.
Al t hough her all-over attack, her bold use of thick



paint, and her love of drawing is linked to the
Abstract Expressionists, one shouldn't forget how a
young working class British wonan |i ke Witehouse
woul d al so have been affected by the peculiar (at

| east froma North Anerican point of view)

obsession the post-war British art world had for the
cubi sts and Cezanne. |ndeed, cubismis an essenti al

I nfl uence in her work.

Wi t ehouse matured in England in the early 1960s as
pop art energed. However soci ol ogi cal ly di stant
her Anerican nmal e abstract expressionist forbears
fromthe 1940s may seemto us now (and how di st ant
t hey al so nust have seened to the young Wit ehouse)
It makes perfect sense that a serious artist of her
generati on mght chose to nake abstract paintings
rather than Pop art, even if her drawing skills
could just as easily have sent her in David
Hockney's or R B. Kitaj's Pop art direction thirty
years ago. Abstract painting was sinply judged the
nore challenging thing to do. It neant, and still
can nean, seriousness. Too, Pop art was often
derisively regarded as 'neo-dada' at the tine, not
an historically inevitable direction, but an anti -
art revival that to nmany artists did not appear to
be as prom sing as abstract painting.

Wi t ehouse devel oped a signature style in the 1980s.
The following is Sigrid Dahle's 1989 description of
D ane Wi t ehouse' s pai nting:

Torrential arcs of thick inpasto are nade to rush
across the canvas, alternating with rhythmc
sweeps of thin paint. Irregular, choppy patches of
col ours hover, isolated and uncertai n. Aqueous
areas of wash gently drift and dribble down the
canvas, gradually dissolving. Arching
brushstrokes of paint spew and gush in all
directions. OQunbling architectural structures are
searched out with fine charcoal |ines. Forns and
lines, set in notion, are interrupted suddenly,
forced to change direction by sone unexpected



obstacl e. The paintings' highly-textured surfaces
slip and slide elusively.

- Sigrid Dahle, D ane Witehouse Painting
(Brandon: Art Gallery of Southwestern Manitoba,
1990 p. 4-5)

The "architectural structures" are | ess pronounced

I n Wi tehouse' s recent works, and today a Wi tehouse
painting is less likely to suggest a river of
shattered fl otsam and snmashed architecture, as does
the late 1980s di ptych Inpeded R ver than, well, an
uni npeded river, but Dahle's words still ring true.
The lines of the room in 1986's Look at Me take
their formal cues fromthe rectangul ar canvas. A
nore recent painting like 1999s The Wnter The Light

, even if its two rectangul ar side-by-side canvasses
suggest architectural structure to sone, IS nore
about the "rhythmc sweeps of paint" than the

bl atantly cubi st structures of the ol der work.

Landscape is still suggested by Witehouse's
abstract painting. Wrks |ike Rose Lake (1996) and

| npeded R ver (1989) neke the eye read i npasto
patches alternately as if they were only inches
anay (as they in fact are) or as distant watery
surfaces. Yellow R ver (1994) and Chi na Eveni ng
(1999) are each conposed of two panels, one nuch

bi gger than the other. The paint handling and col our
are simlar in each panel, but they don't quite

mat ch up. Many of Wi tehouse's two panel works read
as if one panel were a detail, or perhaps a visual
caption to its conpanion. There is a feeling of
slight disjuncture in them as if sonehow the panels
I n each work ought to match nore exactly. Wrds |ike
"anor phous" "indetermnate" "all-over" and
"formess" spring to mnd in the presence of the
newer wor ks rather than conpositional words |ike
"structured," "cubistic," and "tight" evoked by the
earlier stuff.

Sonetines | crudely inagine the procession of D ane
Wi t ehouse' s painting over the last twenty years as
the slownotion destruction of a house by a river:

first the painting/ house gets built using the canvas



first the painting/ house gets built using the canvas
edge as a quide, then the house breaks up into
cubi st chunks, and then the cubistic pieces begin to
get carried away until they are conpletely

di sintegrated into water and |ight. Witehouse
second- guesses herself toward a new painting with a
needl i ng know edge of a century of painting behind
her. In doing so she has successively rejected
certain conpositional options and adopted ot hers.
The result is a certain "formess" quality in the
mature work, what is left after all the other
noder ni st conposi tional noves have been tried.

NOTE: a version of the first section of this text
was published in 1996 to acconpany a Site Gllery
exhibition called Unravelling sponsored by Mentoring
Artists for Wonen's Art and curated by Sigrid Dahle.
For a look at the "formess" in nodern art, please
see Formess: A User's Quide by Yves-Alain Bois and
Rosal i nd E. Krauss (New York: Zone Books, 1997)




