PAGE  
4

REVERBERATIONS









By Rosanna Albertini

 Dreams of another time when the same thing that is going to happen would happen differently. In another way. A thousand times. Everywhere. Elsewhere. Among others, thousands of others who, like ourselves, dream of this time, necessarily. This dream contaminates me.

Marguerite Duras  (quote by Rebecca)





From the moment the artist lays his hand to any natural object, that object no longer belongs to nature; indeed, it may be said  that in that moment the artist creates it, since she extracts from it the significant, the characteristic, the interesting, or, rather, first confers their value on them.

Johann Wolfang Goethe, 1798
(quote by Rosanna)

Every painting is what it is, never another exactly the same. But, what’s a painting today? Rebecca Campbell’s large surfaces impeccably smooth in light, accurate and dynamic strokes, the convergence of private life and art making, are one of the most convincing reinventions of painting as an active, “transformative power.” Guillermo Kuitca’s idea, that once we are in a painting,  we are no longer in front of a construction, is a good key to approach Rebecca’s art work.  As a child, she wanted to become a dancer. As a young painter, in 2001, images of shoes started walking on canvases for her, “shall I?”

Her identity as an artist isn’t merely defined by pictorial technique, subject, figurative representation or abstraction. The most vital quality seems to have a source in her wearing  different shoes all at once, so that Cezanne, Rothko, Mondrian, Bill Viola and Maya Deren, Marguerite Duras and quantum physics, share her vision at the same time, without stepping on each other’s toes. About a hundred years ago Paul Valery fancied that the Muses can only dance together at the end of the day, never talking to each other. Not anymore. The muses partake of a banquet of codes and languages. In this iconic space, all the images we have produced over centuries have become an immense, discontinuous  fabric around the globe, competing with the firmament. The notion of influence in the arts takes a new color: casual, fast, interrupted, anonymous.

Rebecca Campbell’s variety of inspirations sounds like a polyphony, what George Steiner  calls “a monologue of many”, the phantom-auditors and respondents who we address in silence.

I am not greedy  -says Maya Deren’s voice, slightly raucous- what I can wish, from another artist, is that the most precious visions assume, sometimes, the forms of my images.

Rebecca, showing me Wall Flower, 2005, one of the last paintings, reveals how precisely Maya’s images have opened her eyes to the indefinite freedom of images in a poetic space. She has moved the form of a naked woman from the film’s sea shore to a bath tub, making her vertical like in a flower pot, feet on the top. Most of all, she has accepted Maya’s offer, returning to her the flower that had been repeatedly lost in her films.

I am moving Rebecca Campbell paintings toward the edge of painting’s physicality, to a primary state of energized particles, light and colors able to “radiate, to create vibrations, as if the image of each painting  had only one color in her soul.” (R.C.) Rebecca’s studio is immersed in the running noise of Venice Boulevard as an underwater bottle of life. Finished and unfinished paintings look at her from the last room, where they cover every surface around the door that opens to a simple, quiet backyard. The only rectangle of glass is for her two dogs.

 It’s enough for Rebecca to recall Bill Viola’s recent video-portraits of human life, almost imperceptibly in motion, to feel her skin shivering. Her body makes the paintings. The finished canvases we admire embody  the duration of a performance; the artist has the sense that her arm, along with the brush, are accomplishing a sort of speech act, a physical narration. The painting in the end may express, at least in part, the dynamics she has received; as in the old times, painting brings reincarnation.  There is no construction because a preliminary idea cannot move from mental to physical surface without changing over time; Rebecca Campbell’s paintings, in fact, grow on the dream of multiple times, all secretly present in only one surface. Humanly speaking, time is a mid space between two infinities. So is the painting, a presence suspended in the artist’s soul. 

The artist is the first questioned by the visual power of her work. Although her painted stories announce human disempowerment and isolation, and the figures seem retracting from the scene, subdued, or frozen by an odd perspective, essentially refusing to  be a decorative complement, the reverse story is also suggested: each quiet figure, steadily locked in her thoughts, is the displaced center from which emanates the meaning of the whole picture.

The first impression, in Salt Palace, 2005, is that the big girl standing on the ground and the tiny man on the balcony look at each other. But they don’t, their glances are parallel; the tension of a missed relationship absorbed by the obtuse opacity of the bricks. The edges of the building, the fence, the chimney, bow down just the right amount, in a visual syntax which is unbalanced. Everything we see is nothing but the crystallized form of the girl’s feelings, the palace already crumbled in her and yet, a place she loves. The oddity of sizes brings the viewer into an emotional field very different from the same kind of effect,  for instance, in La Grande Jatte by Seurat: reality and art, there, assume the forms, very well controlled, of a visual game driven by mechanical movements, a sort of visual machinery invented by the artists.

 Systematically, Rebecca Campbell breaks the architectural rules, as well as perspective’s. She confers her own value on places that no longer belong to memory or nature.  Starting with an abstract field of color  -Rothko in her mind-   Rebecca  gives to the canvas the basic language; the mood is set. Colors and figures react to the previous choice, from which intensity and quality of light are going to emerge. A this point the narration and the color underneath, both pulled out from the life’s bounds, not only interfere, they also strip from the author the links to personal and circumscribed episodes, and force her into their own language, open to infinite possibilities. Realism? “I want to make paintings that think and feel, as strong as my feelings when I was lying under the grand piano, pressing as much of the surface of my body as I could against the floor to soak up the bangs and tickles. My sister was practicing. I felt enormity. Even the fragile melodies of Debussy could unlock me. It was at once frightening, sexy and religious. I spent my time memorizing this abstraction.”  (R.C.)

Being conscious of the unconsciousness of life is the most ancient tax on intelligence. (Fernando Pessoa)

“I become aware, while painting, that we must deal with death. Death as quotidian company that one can look at with benign feelings, not at all an alien mouth devouring us at the end. As if we were willing to follow ourselves into the grave, stretching time on segments of life that we feel, as life goes on, all present at the same time.” (R.C.) Her paintings are particularly lively because of such awareness; they engender for themselves a peculiar time. In American Fork, 2005, the liquid touch of the brush freezes vertically in spiky blocks of grass. The place is overturned as if the field and the sky were mysteriously refusing to be still forever, as if they were resisting the act of painting itself, against the death of becoming images. The large surface is a foreground. The reverse vanishing point of the scene is centered in a young woman on the left side, and through her it is pointed at the viewer, out of canvas. The young figure is an almost incongruent element, separate from the rage of elements, unless she is putting them in motion … Though isolated, she is free from the existential solitude of Edward Hopper’s figures. Disconnected from natural elements, and the ravaged buildings at the edge of the city, she becomes an allegoric presence asking for human intimacy. Around her, out of the painting.

Instead of including as many pieces of reality as possible, like the Flemish painters did in their unrealistically crowded imagery, and many contemporary semiabstract paintings do, Rebecca Campbell tries to eliminate the superfluous in order to confer vagueness and possibilities to each situation. Her images, like words in a written story, “are not the thing, but a flash in whose light we receive the thing.” (Denis Diderot, 1713-1784) 

Did you happen to see the most beautiful girl in the world?, 2005, is one of the most mysterious among the last paintings: an “annunciation” apparently very familiar to our understanding, because everyone can identify with a disillusioned woman who sits in a corner of the house, surrounded by children’s furniture and toys. At least, we assume they are because they are small. But the formal choices are striking, they bring to my mind an Annunciation by Lorenzo Lotto, 1527, and a Bill Viola’s video installation made in 1987, Passage. A defenseless Virgin turns her back to God and the angel  - both looking diabolically impatient and angry at her- in a narrow space, almost a vertical perspective very similar to the one mise en scene by Rebecca. In Bill Viola’s piece we walk through a narrow corridor to reach the image projected on the wall of a children’s birthday party, 10 by 12 feet in size. Twenty six minutes of film are expanded into six and a half hours. As in Rebecca’s paintings, the scale of time and space correspond to the artist’s feelings about the event, and the visual matter has been adjusted to them. 

God knows what the young woman is revolving in her mind; vertical cuts and implacable surfaces of walls and doors seem to speak for her; sudden flashes of light erase the perfect lines of some edges, explode in a wall lamp. Her windowless corner is a place of disquiet. Is her mind shrinking the furniture, or is she pondering what her life has become, where is she going? Is she pregnant? The untold makes the piece routinely precise as well as disturbed. Painting does not need words for that; it is today with Rebecca, as in the past, a place for symbols.

As for the pictorial quality, her paintings   “cannot be understood merely through the observation of their surface: the interior must be laid bare, the parts must be separated, the connections perceived, the differences noted, action and reaction observed, the hidden, constant, fundamental elements  of the phenomena impressed in the mind, if we really wish to contemplate and imitate what moves in living waves before our eyes as a beautiful, unified whole. A glance at the surface of a living being confuses the observer: here, as elsewhere, we may adduce the true proverb ‘We see only what we know.” (Johann Wolfang Goethe, 1798)

Rebecca Campbell’ paintings are modern and ancient, struggling with the simple fact that narration is a coat of colors and figures, and the essence of life is underneath.

