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The Figure: 3 + 3 x 3
by Jody lee

The body may be indispensoble 1o us as humen beings, but images of the
figure in ort have bean considersd dispensable for some time. Direct, non-
object imoges of the figure are comnoniy esd\ewad os ue-ogvodo as if the
body’s wholeness itsell were inappropr g. Given the climose
ddoubvosbwhefheflhe’igwocmnwreprwlus now, there's something
provocative and useful cbout doing a figutative show. I sheds light on the
foct that any argument coacerning the ligure’s rekevance is gaining in
complexity. It may not be o mater of the pendulum swinging bock loward
figural represeniation, but rather of the field of assumplions about such imoges
opening up. Among other fociers, recent developments in the history of arnt
ond in science moy contribute lo this, Our real ability 1o clone our pets as
well as ourselves may in o farflung way contibute to o loosening of the
norrow identification between the bedy and the self. Thus the body’s actuol
guasidispenscbility might in e reposition figurctive work os one omong
many proximities and relofionships ortists imogine between the body, the self
ond its conext.

The artists in “The Figure: 3+3X3," the show on view in The Gallery at the
University of Texas at Adington, oll configure that constellation in very different
ways despite their common subject mater. Tre Arenz mokes clowndike
terrocons figures with o mysterious, diminutive scole. Squat, 1ound and wo
with striped spheres where their hands should be, they foce each other in the
gallery but seem unable 1o communicate fully. In the muffled energy of their
group, “Queenie” slands oport with her red crown. A noisy relardation
registers in her foce and the plump shrug of her shoulders. With lited and
outstreiched hands she signols denied culpability, os if disowning the loud
sound of thing she'd just dropped ond sh d. There is an overall
sense of withdrowol obout Ms. Arenz’ pieces. Their diffident gestures bring 1o
mind a fribe of dejected clowns who pess the time by going through the
motions of o rother dispirited game

The etmospheric charge otound Ms, Arenz’ work confinues in Frank Bom's
paintings. In his pieces, a single figure appears like a troce minerol within the
ground. In “Figute Floating or Flying” and “Single Figure,” the ground Is
dense, pure color Only in “Man looking Out” does if resolve into a kind of
space. But in cll three paintings, the solidity of the ground exerts o greater
ctmospheric pressure than the figure con answer it with. This lends Born's
figures their sense of ollover weskening, reminiscent of an immune deficiency.
In “Single Figure,” the brushwork of the ground becomes emphatic, sharing up
o figure that seems oddy weightless on its feet, like somecne who has the
lighthecded reclization they'te in foct 150 weok 1o siang,

This defineation of an allover pressure is olso present in jomes Sullivan's
sculpture, but hera it emanctes fiom within, from the weight ond power of
consciousness, Thare is o sense in many of his figures, such as “Figute with
Black Head" and “Float,” of bearing up under the burden of conscicusness as
under some archeic curse that binds decth closely to lfe. The prickly, quill
hairshin quality of the malerials - skow mixed with plosier, contributes 1o their
mute sense of desolotion and less. Sullivan imbues his figures with a thorny,
experiential quakity and this helps 1o locate his work ot a point where

petience shows itelf 10 being drown into a synloctical conlext

Jomes Cobb hos o very difierent set of concerns. His pieces are images of
children, who oppear upright but lying down, os if he hod photogrophed
them from underneath an MRI berth midway in its siowly rolling peth. This
struchure evokes the cura of ¢ process of documeniction in ¢ quosimedical
setting. The most striking aspect of these childien is the new skin the ortist has
given them. Other than theit hands, faces ond the loid underponts they wear,
their skin is o solid welter of tattoos. The toticos come from a widermouthed
river of sources — religion, bolany, popular culture and zoology, among
others. That breadth makes them resemble the crchive of references
bequeathed 1o ol of us from birth, as we become socialized. The artist thus
weaves together our culturahistorical memory and makes it visible on the
litmus paper of the skin. He could be depicting members of o diflerent yet
related species, of he could be showing us Ives, if enculluration were o
lightning stike ond tongible.

Fronces Bogley's figures ore centered much more on essence and moticn
and less on ony societs! process, Her robust, corol velourcovered piece,
“The Age of Bronze,” with its sangerine rubber plinth and 1.5 fimes life scale
bends toward the viewer and the floor plane in on arc of unspecified labor,
The piece reads as something between on unsung fronsier hero and o figure
from on Aflic jor. 185 scole, abstract motion ond core femaleness oll work
together to emphasize a spacious sense of out primary orientation batween
heaven and earth as of the pivot point of the hips. This is perhaps more
relevant 1o women then 16 men but Bogley's contribution is to portray it with
the comforable force of o blanket summary usually reserved for the male
pronoun.

Imposing physicality is pr o3 well in the well drowings of Rosemary
Meza, though in her work there Is large-scole historicity and narotive o ploy
os well. Her big women, with their ultraunopologetic Hleshiness, come acress
lass as drawn than os conjured. Entifed “Hijos de ko Chingado,” or
“Daughtess of the Fucked,” their pacific yet bitter presence refers broadly to
the vagaries of colonial history and @ now vengehul mythology. Thoroughly
ocquainted with dorkness and conseq; these exist worlds
beyond the flonened rood kill of a virgin/whore polcrity and confront the
viewer with fothomless, malign indifference. Their scale and the tone of their
presence suggest o revisitation % o hisloric scene. Their pecce unseats curs
os they geze in equipanderance on what must be o solemn procession, such
s the parade of coptives belore the blood-etiing of execution.

Pesitioned os we are both inside the body and thiough our minds outside it,
figurotive imoges have o whotled rescnance that can feel nearly infinite. The
uses 1o which the arists in this show put the figure, diverse and exploratory as
they are, ocknowledge its polenticl. They suggest thot the resonance of the
figure has on invetercle power 1o oddress who and where we are in the
world, and 10 such salient riddles, lirle by lirle cast the spell of a provisional

onswer.

Jody lee is an artist who writes about art, and Is represented by Borry Whister
Gallery in Dallos, Texos.
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