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TrarrFic aAnD MuTtaTiONs: A SELF-PORTRAIT

In 1971, American art critic Harold Rosenberg wrote a provocative article tithed Shall These Bones Live®:
Arr Mevement Ghosts. His question, “when i an art movernent dead?” appeared at a time, a3 he noted, when
the spotlight was in constant motion to reveal the next big thing, This condition lead him to state that art
history as "a schedule of continueus advances en masse is a fantasy of the historian,™ and anabegous w *a

series af blackouts . | and that sometioses| all movements ane in the dark and the spotlighn is vacant™

A new candidate for the h'_|.1v|:|L||'J_.',|1.1 Wil .-.|.1|_.."t|"4:51:d.. when Museum of Modern Art curator William Senie argan-
ivcd The Resporsive Epe exhibition in 1965 while Pop Art was still at centre stage. Seite threw a wide net around
a range of practices that embraced hard-edge and geometric non-objective painting — works that sidestepped
a figure-ground relationship that & dsaracteristic of the vast majority of art through history — 1o facus on a
chromatic and perceptualloptical language. The popular press term was Cp Arty Pop minus a B The short-
coming of the exhibation was that Seinz’s net was cast oo widely over divergent artist agendas, Looking alike
is not thinking alike. One of the artists scooped up in the Seitz net was Montreal painter Guido Molinar.
As Ih:-.:rmlli;:;h! convhimmeed] 1o shilfi forward !|.'|n:u|._:||| art ||.i:-.|nr:|.'. Maolinars contineed his own "r-_*.'.rnm.:i.'l.u.' :*'!.'-:_'“
undeterred by curatorial prescriptions. Mearly 45 vears later, Rosenberg’s question remains relevant as con-

temporary artist lames Lahey sits at a different precipice,

Lahey has written that Guide's Bhorliag is an homage to Guido Molinari, but that it is alse an embarkation
from what Molinari offered — as o problem 1o solve in his own way, and as individualist solutions to percep-
tual problems in art that have been generated for close 102 century. Why do artists take up these challenges?
Rosenberg speculated that “content in art that goss bevond decoration derives not from the nature of specific
art movements but from the relation of artists 1o them, An art mode, new or old, 15 for the creative mind

cssentially a poant of beginming.™

|.u.|'|-|;:r chase the dhambuas form as the vehicle for bis [r-:rinl al t'rrﬁinn'tl:ltz. After tests with watercabours — whach
Lahey called “maps” — he began with 17 divisions per canvas as a stariing point (the term division rather than
“stripe” is deliberate]. He read and histened to what Molinar had 1o say about colowr but did not look at his
work during the process so a3 not 1o be inadvertenily influenced, nor to appropriate Maolinari’s palette. Lahey
used cobours that he was “passionate” about, and as he elaborated;

The colour combimations I'm using accumulated on their awn through trial and error. The sequenos
ansd pattern have & mathematica] combinsiion ths varies fron one work to the nexn, 5o the |b.1||.‘I:I|."
[amd | the codowr combinations grew, as a sequence demanded inoreased varetion. Currenly there are
it gorbomurs at work i the series, | disdn’t knew #owas 16 wntil [ oounted, bat no single work o date has
the entire palette. A colour would be added to 2 canvas and then carried over, This is how the sequences.
prew fram o7 divisions at the owtset, to 20, 21, 2%, and 273 52 divison paintings are being "mapped.” In
theory there is noend o the sequence, bur for now there ane 16 colowrs, oF notes, like musics there is
a rhythm, a beat and tempo.®

.ﬂ.lllu:-uEh F.]'u.: Bhombnus ECguUenoe 1% CLIm u|.:|!i'.'|.-. [thl.!:r'l.'.. H:.'!-itl.'lTl 1% miak I'JHH_I'I.‘II[I.L‘:I!I.:.' :H.'ri.l| — L 1% open E
deviation (traific and mutations), as the combination of 6 colours and multiple divisions ogen up a mind-

hoggling number of possible works. Mor is there a rigid approach to the production order to the paintings.




Alter 17 drcisioms, ke moved 1o 20 drasions, then 24 and 25, and back to 21, The drvvaisions follosw the hne
of the thombus edge, but shifi to the vertical axis for the 27 divisions, The canvas sizes are identical for the
27 and 21 divisions works but the “pure math” adds & more divisions on the vertical, hence adding 1o the
works overall complexity Chodees are the arust'’s prerogative because it has o work visually — the logic of
seeing. Lahey stated that “its not a film or 2 building so vou can change your mind without consulting some-

one else about their feelings”

The work may in turn, be easy to “look at”™ because there is an ordered system and becawse easy is a hallmark
of our tmes® Vet Laheys work s leborious and physically dnn:andin;‘q_. He s |:la!l|i|1$ ag.lin.\! a reality — we
are not perfect beimgs, nor are our tools, vet there is the necessity for a precision of paint and the line. Lahey
devisad an aluminum ruler-tool, and while wsing masking tape as o guide for the lyout of the lines, it cannot
show s presence. The residee must be carefully deaned afterwards without damaging the integeity of
the paint. There is also an exacitness and stability in the stretcher and how the canvas is stretched over the
rigid plywood backing.

The msallation st Museoum Lomdon underscores the ||:|||-|"|1|._.1.¢'h o many of the comventions of g.i”ur].'
engagement and presentation. The Centre Gallery space at the Museun is a " flow space” conceived with a dual
ceremonial-secial functionm, and puncteated with skylights and other features, including interior openings, a
baleany and a ]'.-rl:uj..:n:llng curved concrete staircase, The walls were bare poured concrete af the outset — the neu-
tral cladding appeared afterwards —and only a single ®focus™ wall touches the floor plate. [n short, it is not a
“contemplative”™ white box space, Likewise, Lahey's activated colour sequences offer no rest for the eve, and
the rhombais form s more demanding and destabilizing than the (inevitable] reading of pictorial space in a
square of rectangle, The scale of the rhombus may be “felt”™ as a body space akin to Da Vinci's ca487 Vieruvion
Mien, with the top and battom pemant as bl =tav=1oe, amd |=!|'I-I1r-riE|1I! as arms oubstretched, But this s 1:||:||'!.'1:-|1|.'
possible reading. Tr stn, the paintings enter into architecture and become architectonic, A formative 20th cen-
tury example of geometric abstract paintings is the so=titled Prowe work by Russian avant-garde artist
El |.i:ni.|.rk}'.d|.|nc in the 19205, Thn:r' were— s he ol ulated — at the intersection of ]'.‘\..'li:ltlil'LH and architecture,
but diagrammatic in form. Although El Lissiteky achieved a dimensional-space form in 1924, it could only
cxist installed, Laheys Riowreles works bve to fight another day,

Lahev's practice is multi-faceted, as is his “preferred”™ subject matter: landscapes, eccans and lakes, skics and
clouds, and flowers. He often undertakes a salvaging process: concurrently reworking the residue of his palete
for an image into something ¢lse (his 2003-2007 Index paintings for cxample). He has repeatedly said that the
dilference between these works is only a :l--i'_rw o '.:'|ur.|liu||. 1] I|1.,':r'.'|n- am affermation of what we e, I:hr_'!.'

also pose the question of what doowe know, and what do we choowe bo believe.

The incdusion i this book of a sequence of Lahey's recemt Amenican flag pamtings, ttled Meade m USA
(the term is an FTC regulated teademark ). points to the wiswal traffic in his practice. There is no mistaking the
reference, and it has been usad in art and design to both praise and question American “core values,” Jasper
Fhng grear audacity in 1955 was wo reduce the flag to pure painting, first in colous, and then, in a subsequent
work, to white monochrome. Lahey's reasons for painting the American Flag are both formal and personal,
that 5z, neither 1o celebrate nor to demonize, The segLence 1:-|-F|u.5-. |h:i|||.1wi|15 amad 4.'1:|||.lp:~'ir|5 reveals a geonet-
ric pattern of the three colours and two elerments (stars on a blee Geld and stripes), and like the Rlvonibas works,
engage a sense of wonder about the world rather than level the playing ficld between “stripes” of a different
order. The flag paintings are, then, a reflection on what art 15 and what i can be, by what an artist chooses
1o portray.
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Armerican artist Robert Irwin, reflecting on his own “passage” from painting to "situations,” noted thar ar
different times art has had different roles — as an illwstrater of text, and as a process in which social and
|:||:||:||:|-:.:| action u:uldhcngap:d- He stated that “all of those 1]'t|l1.5!: ArE VEry |11|::|.|:|i:||.5!|'t||. bt | got back 1o the
question whyart in the overall scheme of things? 1t seerms to me, the key role is the continual development and
extension of the human potential to perceive the world,” Onee he had taken a position on perception, Irwin
concluded, "t changes all the rules of the game for what you do and bow vou do ie™ This echoes a statement
by artist Michael Snow: "1 make up the rules of a game, then 1 attempe to play it 0f D seem to be losing,

I "'I"“'”F the rules. Hu:.-'l.md the rubes lies radical art*?

This bowok, through the placement of images and the rhwvthm of pages turned, expresses the seriality of Lahey’s
work. The RGHE |:.|.1:a:m prinl:in;‘q mvethod for the nine li|1-|:~|:d-:in r."l.'lll:h 15 true o the mature af the ]:lr|.1ic:.'l and 1%
a way to achieve the density and richness of colour — the “being and knowing™ — rather than a replication or
duplication. In Guide’s Rivontbus, the eternal question is manifest in self-discipline, which leads to a constant
re-examination and solution to a problem (of perception), for which there wall be other solutions,

Lahey describes the Rhombas work as optimastic, and with reverence 1o the source and inspiration, But no one,

not even the artist, can know this until it happens.
Inor HoLtumzky
Carrarrar of Art
Museum London
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