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Curator’s Statement

The Ritual of Construction

I

was grabbed by a passage in a review of a book* on Vedic ritual, Ardor by Robert Calasso**, that
was attempting to describe rituals that were “… performed in relentless details and compulsive

repetition simply for their own sake as if following a kind of mathematical or musical score.”
In documenting what may be called the most complicated ritual processes ever documented, Calasso
describes activities of construction and deconstruction so meticulously enacted, but whose meaning
remain unintelligible. He says, “How can we know something that doesn’t want to let itself be known?
In only one way: by becoming to some extent, the thing itself.”
This piqued my interest, so I assembled a group of artists working in a variety of media, (painting,
drawing, printmaking, quilting, tile making, mixed media 3D structures), who have been making
work from units of geometric origin. I asked them to examine their own motives for constructing with
geometry and to play their own process off the central gathering concept of this show, which is
construction from units as a form of ritual.
Altoon Sultan, Laura Battle, Benigna Chilla, Ann Feitelson, Anne Francey, Susan Spenser Crowe, and
Stephen Westfall all present works that adhere to a chosen geometric paradigm. Their pieces display
a range of ethnographic and art historical resources among them Islamic geometry, Medieval Italian
floor tiles, the textile patterns and architecture of the Himalayas, American quilt patterns, and the work
of early 20 th century European spiritualists. These works presuppose an unbroken “given”- a unified
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whole structure that each artist is merging with and/or traveling through.

Since formulating the concept for the show I have expanded the initial limitation of geometric construction
to include several artists who work with repetitive accretion of parts that are more intuitively derived.
Mona Mark, Lisa Hoke and Emily Berger’s units are subjectively derived and organized but, I propose
can be interpreted as containing aspects of ritual, and motives aiming at “oneness” at their heart.
Vedic ritual process identifies the practitioner with the pro - generative structure/matter, so as to
guarantee the continuity of his/her life. It is a form of sacrifice that grafts the performer of these
actions to the embodiment of a relentless life force, and when the ritual has once completed it
repeats and repeats again, unbroken.
I propose that the methodical process of doing this type of work is a meditation on fragmentation and
oneness for the artist. It’s a metaphor for the individual’s capacity to transform, taking place in context
of a great unifying web, and it is satisfying both on an aesthetic and a spiritual level.
The question becomes, what has been built, cleansed or transformed in an artist’s “work world” that
achieves something akin to transcendence of a transient kind?
*” At The Heart of Hinduism’’ by David Shulman (New York Review of Books, January 8, 2015).
* Robert Calasso is an Italian writer and publisher at Adelphi Edizioni, Milan.The fundamental concept
of his work has been the relationship between myth and the emergence of modern consciousness.

Jeanette Fintz
2015-2017
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Altoon Sultan. #4 AS10017. Egg Tempera on Handtoned Paper, 15 x 15”

Altoon Sultan
Artist Statement
My Drawings
The drawings came out of a visit to the newly installed “Galleries for the Art of the Arab
Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia, and Later South Asia” at the Metropolitan Museum of
Art. I was fascinated by the richness and beauty of the patterns in the Islamic decorative
arts, and found a small volume in the museum bookstore, Islamic Design: A Genius for
Geometry by Daud Sutton, which described how the patterns were made. Much of the
design is very complex and beyond my understanding, but the basic pattern of six circles
around one was easy to grasp. It is a sacred design, relating to the six days of creation.
Within this pattern, and its continuation outward, can be found many shapes, from the
vesica piscis––the fish’s bladder, a sacred shape––to hexagons, triangles, circles,
diamonds. When I began working on this series of drawings, I had the strange feeling
that the images were coming from a place beyond my self, and that I was tapping into
something ancient and spiritual. Because I am not a religious person, this was odd indeed.
Although that intense feeling of mystery has abated with my increased familiarity with the
pattern, I still have a sense that I am being guided; within this ancient pattern are shapes
waiting to be found. The drawings also felt, in some way, to be a spiritual exploration
similar to the intense focus of Tantric paintings. This is not something I expected, or asked
for, or called up, it just seemed to be there, in my careful filling of shapes with paint.
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Ann Feitelson. My Fruitcup Runneth Over. Fabric, 54 x 66.5”, 2015

Ann Feitelson
Artist Statement
My quilts are big abstract compositions, a coalescence of myriad shapes and
colors which create big dynamic forces and counterforces. During the construction
process they are collages; any piece can be moved freely.
I can’t think of any other art form that is as ritualized as quiltmaking with its
measuring, cutting, piecing, pressing, and final quilting (the stitching pattern that
holds top, batting and backing together). I enjoy the slowness of this process, and
I slow things down even further by being highly deliberative about just which color
and which shape goes where. I change and add and subtract major and minor
elements throughout a 5-month to 1-year process.
I love letting my eyes play over the seemingly infinite grid of a quilt-in-process.
Little patterns and big patterns heighten each other and fall into place against each
other. This ideal world of gorgeous color and rhythmically playing pattern allows me
to express what seem like my deepest yearnings and deepest truths. To try to put
a few words to that, the quilts are about our place in the cosmos, the rivers we flow
along with, the thrills of our senses, and all the feelings of being human.
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Anne Francey. Cardinal Directions. Glass Blocks, 108 x 108”, 2013
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Anne Francey
Artist Statement
“Cardinal Directions” is made of 97 commercially produced ceramic tiles of identical
shape, individually painted in various styles contrasting organic forms, calligraphy,
geometric designs and blank tiles. Majolica and cuerda seca techniques, typical
of traditional European and Islamic ceramic decorating techniques, are combined
with Japanese Raku kiln firing technique.
My attempt to find a visual balance between uniqueness, unpredictability and
the harmonizing forces of repetition and geometry can be seen as a reflection
on how unique individuals constitute the fabric of the societies that they
organize, or how various cultures and entities can coexist by emphasizing
both differences and similarities.
“Cardinal Directions” was made over a five year span, an accumulation of various
moments, moods and modes that did not yet know into which larger cohesive
form they would take shape, which story they would tell once assembled together.
The overall shape of “Cardinal Directions” points to the four main directions of the
compass. When combined with other similar forms, a different geometric design
appears that can be endlessly repeated.

11

Benigna Chilla
Crescents
Vegetable Pigments and
Acrylic on Canvas, 8 x 6’
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Benigna Chilla
Artist Statement
Transmutations

After returning from teaching in Bhutan in 2012, I created a series of large paintings, based on a new
visual vocabulary. This vocabulary builds on my visual memory of the indigenous Bhutanese architectural
structures (dzongs, goembas, chortens, private houses), their decorative elements (uses of color and
paint, floral and animal iconography, wood carving) and the use of textiles in interior spaces (natural -dyed,
hand-woven stitched cloth and traditional garments, as well as the rich combination of painting and use of
textiles in thangkas).
My paintings incorporate both organic and constructed geometric shapes, which are organized
through symmetry. Actual texture is embedded onto the canvas, layered with natural pigments
like turmeric, saffron and minerals. The meditative process of painting is as important to me as
the final pieces themselves.
Intaglio Monoprints
These prints evolved during my residency at the FAWC, in Provincetown, MA. I was looking for a new
approach to create a three-dimensional illusion on a two-dimensional surface. Every print is unique,
there are no editions.
All printing-plates consist of geometric shapes with parallel lines. These, when printed create line patterns,
line surfaces with interrupted formations, crossing and missing lines. I used one, two, or more plates for
each print. Some pieces were run through the intaglio press up to 50 and more times.
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Emily Berger
Marsh End
Oil on wood, 24 x 24”
2015
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Emily Berger
Artist Statement
These oil paintings on wood panel are based on a structure of repetitive and
deliberate gesture that is intuitive but carefully considered - conscious and
unconscious. When I am painting I hope to get to that place where they are the
same, no split. As I brush across the surface I react to whatever happens, and
the color and pattern of the wood. The conversation between me and the painting
can slow down or speed up, stay simple or get more complicated. It can be
quiet and meditative or get a little looser and veer off in another direction. I don’t
want to resolve every painting the same way. I am looking for moments where
something new comes up, a moment that feels like enlightenment perhaps. I
take my time about where to make the marks and how to make them, and I
often go back and back - adding and subtracting with brushes and rags, and
sandpaper. I am working things out non-verbally, mentally and physically, in this
abstract language of mark-making. In the rhythm of the bands of color there are
spaces created, and variations which create light and a broken symmetry. This
is where I hope the viewer can enter and experience the work, pay attention to
nuance, slow down, move in and out of the painting and breathe.
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Laura Battle. Echo. Graphite Gray Arches on Paper, 22 x 30”, 2016
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Laura Battle
Artist Statement
In many of my drawings, I set into motion what I call ‘operations’, in which I devise
a system to be repeated over and over again, usually without knowing what the
visual outcome will be. At times, such repetition is meditative and time seems to
pass in an instant, and the drawing almost makes itself. At other times, I struggle
to be patient, and to concentrate, for instance, on the necessary starting and
ending points for each and every line, my grip on the ruler, and a sustained, even
pressure on my pencil. Testing these extremes between mediation and frustration
are at the heart of my process. No matter what, I strive for a dazzling, optical
experience at the end, for me and the viewer. I try to arrive at something poetic
out of geometry, which seems on the face of it, anything but…
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Lisa Hoke
Untitled
Black, White, Red & Yellow
Framed Paper, Cardboard, Glue
21 x 15 x 3.9”
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Lisa Hoke
Artist Statement
For two decades my work has operated in the area between discrete object and installation. Since 2004, my focus has
been on large-scale installations. My materials have always been the overlooked ephemera of our daily lives. In my earliest
sculptures, I used wire and cast iron fruit and vegetables to address issues of gravity, tension and balance. Thereafter, I
moved to sculptures that involved a myriad of multiples such as: napkins, zippers, buttons, thread, clothes, shower curtains,
drinking straws, rubber bands, wine glasses and paper. I have highlighted the indigenous color and nature of these objects
and continued to seek means of combining light, color and scale.
It is during the last ten years that I have found ways to embolden my focus on the ephemeral by collecting all manner
of disposable materials. The plastic cups I filled with paint and merge with paper cups from ebay, party stores, grocery
stores, and join with the re-cycled colored paper packaging. This bounty of color from packaging really surprised and
delighted me but also filled me with horror. I ask everyone I know for their trash, and of late, The Economy Candy store on
the Lower East Side of Manhattan has been saving giant bags of candy boxes for me every week. It is oddly interactive
now with help from the Super in my building, my neighbors and local stores. The collecting of these items, sorting, color
coding then the de-constructing of the materials and re-constructing into installations has heightened my awareness of
the extreme profusion and mass consumption that these cast offs represent.
My large installations are a composite of hundreds of small collages that I create in my studio. In an attempt to combine intimate
studio work with large installations, I assemble hundreds of these unique assemblages together on site. A cacophony of images
linked by color and form. Not only is it important to me that the accumulation can reference real time but that the materials—
plastic cups, paper cups, colored packaging—all reflect our consumer culture’s use of seasonal and holiday imagery. A point of
reflection on the constant idea of what is past and what is present and what is future, the merging of image and desire.
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Mona Mark. Closed Eyes Open Series #2. OIl on Woof Panel, 12 x 12”
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Mona Mark
Artist Statement
I have spent my whole life looking for the underlying connection between the outer and
inner realms we alive in, as well as searching for a way to unify the spiritual intuitive world
of the cosmos with the structural, material world of the senses. Art set me on the right track,
one that raised and answered questions, opening my eyes to the endless worlds of wonder,
worlds I felt apart of without knowing the words to describe them. I discovered Parmemides’
“One” and Plato’s BEING & BEINGS. This is oneness that accounts for the “metaxis” or “inbetween-ness” of what appear to be separate realms.
With my new paintings series, ”Closed Eyes Open”, I am trying to combine the most basic
and transcendent principles of structure with unpredictable matter- of- fact, intuitive forms,
arrived at through closed eyes. The paintings are the embodiment of my correspondence to
what is uniting - through the act of creation, as much as is possible through both conscious
and intuitive understanding - the whole and the parts. In the “Closed Eyes Open Series”, I
made a line with my eyes closed going from one corner to a square to another, determined
by the basic formulation for triangle. The spontaneous and intuitive shapes that evolved in
each square or unit, through repetition, became a basic alphabet giving form to a series of
visual structures. I think of them as little poems. By placing them next to one another they
create endless openings full of surprises, spaces within which to wander discover and play.
Each painting (panel) consists of 4 square units.
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Stephen Westfall. Jesus and Bossa Nova. OIl & Alkyd on Canvas, 36 x 36,” 2013

Stephen Westfall
Artist Statement

My geometric paintings are fields of interlocking shapes of a similar nature in formats that might
be termed grids, but various “strategies” are employed to undermine the hegemonic unity ascribed
to the grid. For example, spectrum and a few transitional earth colors are pulled apart across the
composition in an imitation of randomness, but which isn’t really random at all, since I’m seeking to
avoid most of the “clumping” of sets of colors that will naturally occur in random distributions. The
colors themselves are united in a shared light by cross mixing small amounts of complementary
hues first, then each other. The mixing continues across several paintings like a sourdough starter.
Some paintings have residues of color from paintings made years before. This quality of overall
light helps impart a “modeling” sense to the contrasting warm and cool, and light and dark of the
bands. Sometimes parallel bands will ratchet into a shelving topography out of the corner of the
viewer’s eye, or a floating faceted diamond. Flat diamonds and triangles might simultaneously recall
early twentieth century abstraction, medieval Cosmatesque church floors, and indigenous American
patterning. Even as white shapes flicker between spatial ground and painted surface in my paintings,
the unknowable and the known vie for attention. The immediate visual effect is one kind of content,
comingling with the content and pleasure of likenesses in the history of the decorative and symbolic
patterning. No tape is used because I don’t want that lip that tape leaves behind as an edge. (it’s a
different story when I scale up to make a wall painting, tape has to be used or it couldn’t get done).
I want the sense that the world of the painting is pressing evenly into the world of the viewer. Often
the illusion of spatiality comes forward rather than recedes, thus addressing our own bodies in an
architectural setting. This is a baroque effect, without a curve.
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Susan Spencer Crowe. Chatham v.6. Encaustic Cardboard, 20 x 10.5 x 4.5,” 2016
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Susan Spencer Crowe
		 Artist Statement
Early in my career, I adopted a Zen methodical approach to making my work in the studio, one of selfimmersion into a creative continuum. Using small organic or geometric units to channel my artistic impulses and
build sculpture has been part of my practice since the 1970s. In the past I have used the metaphor of spinning and
building of a spider’s web to describe my working process and it is a process that governs just about every aspect
of my life, both in and outside the studio. The repetitive nature of working in small segments—be it organic or
geometric—allows me to transcend the mastery of making and enter into and revel in the ether of who I am or find
myself to be at that moment. It is a working process that allows great mental flexibility, enabling me to work in a
continuum, suspend judgment and explore beyond what is already familiar. It is a way of working that beckons me
to the studio over and over again. It keeps me alive and curious.
My most recent work a response to the natural and urban landscape of the Hudson Valley and the physical contours
that give it its visual power. Inspired by art historian Simon Schama from his book Landscape and Memory: “every
landscape is a work of mind, a repository of memories and obsessions of the people who gaze upon it,” I undertake
a contemplative study of the structural contours of the natural and manmade landscape. I explore how the interplay
of simple form with color, texture, and pattern can capture a multitude of visual and emotional perspectives while
referencing the natural world in abstract terms. In summer 2016 I added another element to my working practice when
I began cutting and folding flat sheets of watercolor paper and Bristol board, transforming the materials into threedimensional, sculptures. Instead of cutting, gluing, and assembling separate planes and patterned pieces into a single
structure, these wall sculptures simply pop up into place, like an umbrella, by leveraging as a single or series of folds
and cuts. For me, this trajectory has limitless possibilities for its invention and evolution.
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