MONI CA TAP by Adiff Eyland

Amazi ngly, when a simlar poll was conducted in other
countries, Komar and Mel am d di scovered that throughout
the worl d people want exactly the sane stuff, with | ocal
variations...A global majority of respondents al so
shared Anericans' aversion to abstract art. The
exception was the Dutch, who disliked everything you

m ght have expected to find in a typical Dutch realistic
pai nting. They | oved abstract geonetrical patterns

I nst ead.

- Zinovy Zink describing the results of a set of

prof essional |l y conducted polls conm ssioned by the
Russian artists Komar and Melimd in "Wanted: Komar and
Mel am d" Modern Painters, Spring 1999, p. 66.

Monica Tap is of Dutch extraction. She was born in 1962
and rai sed in Ednonton, Al berta. Tap began her career with
work based on rich still life paintings of the Dutch

Col den Age, especially the work of the Dutch seventeent h-
century painter Rachel Ruysch: "Tap has a persona
attachnent to the negl ected works of her | ong-dead
countrywonman and a femnist interest in their revival..."
- Susan G bson Garvey in an essay for Monica Tap Reprise
[Halifax: Dalhousie Art Gallery 1996]. In her nore recent
wor k, Tap incorporates Baroque | andscape drawi ngs into her
pai ntings using a | ayer technique that nore-or-Iess

ef faces the original |andscape slide-projected
(re)draw ngs under |ayer upon | ayer of overpainted inages.

The effort at historical recovery in these paintings makes
Tap's Dutch connection plain, but her nore recent work,
based on reproductions fromthe book The Northern
Landscape, Flem sh, Dutch and British Drawings fromthe
Courtauld Collections by Dennis Farr and WIIiam Bradf ord
[ London: Trefoil Books 1986] is |ess obviously Dutch. In

t hese pi eces she traces multiple projections of historical
Eur opean | andscape drawi ngs onto a single canvas. The
result is a dense web of lines within which the source
draw ngs can sel dom be pi cked out.

Recently, in "Lifetinme brush-marked by a child's-eye view
[ The National Post 30 Jan 1999, N P. Wekend p.5] Tap
w ot e about the inpression she had of an Ednonton Art
Gl lery painting she saw as a child called The Approaching




Gl lery painting she saw as a child called The Approaching

Storm by the nineteenth-century artist Adol phe Vogt. She
thought it "formulaic" and "academc," and yet "Wen |
think of Vogt's painting today," she continues, "I see a
good exanpl e of sonme of the nore nel odramati c tendencies
In Romantic | andscape painting. Also, his figures are
recogni zably stock characters that can be found anbli ng

t hrough countl ess | andscapes since the md-1600s. | know
this because these sane charmng figures lurk in the dense
| ayers that make up ny own work."

Tap's painting is as nuch a part of the recent tradition
of so-called 'layer' or 'process' painting as it is
related to her Dutchness. Nova Scotian CGeral d Ferguson,
and several Al berta-based artists, including Eric Cameron,
Jeffrey Spalding and Angela Inglis, nmake or have nade

| ayer paintings that are |linked to process and concept ual
art.

"Process painting' grew out of the gesturalismof Abstract
Expressioni st painting, particularly that of Jackson
Pol | ock. Debates about the Abstract Expressionist gesture
led to a succession of artists including R chard Serra,
Robert Sm thson, Robert Ryman and ot hers, using various
nmedia to nmake art that concerned itself with processes of
art production.

A 'l ayer painter' breaks the conponents of a work down
Into discreet units of paint |ayers the way a post -

| npressi oni st pai nter such as Georges Seurat used discreet
primary-col oured dots to nake a painting. Layers are added
as if counting out a procedure (in fact, |ayer painters
Eri c Cameron and Bruce Canpbell do literally count paint

| ayers), or as if to make visible the anmount of tine taken
up in the work's naking. Layer painting can show counti ng
and evidence of tine passing |ike a clock.

Process art highlighted industrial working nmethods, but in
nore recent work - not only Tap's Baroque | ayering, but

al so CGerald Ferguson's and Eric Caneron's increasingly
fraught |ayer painting - process painting has taken an

exi stentialist and humani stic turn as iconic content
conpetes for attention with evidence of the |ayering

pr ocess.

Monica Tap's layer painting adds an inmagistic surplus to



an art that usually revels in a scarcity of imagery. Early
| ayer painters such as Jeffrey Spal ding and Patrick Kelly
made nonochrones, whereas nore recent |ayer painters often
use charged i nagery.

Layer painting can nake the artist's personal touch

di sappear: Cerald Ferguson for exanple, enploys assistants
to make his work under supervision. (Ferguson has even
made paintings with instructions to an "end user" to
"maintain" the painting by doing their own |ayering.)
Tap's touch, however, can't be imtated w thout being
"forged. "

Yve-Alain Bois insists that process art, |ayer painting s
antecedent, needn't be allegorized into an art "w thout
qualities":

Li ke the hunt for sources that used to take place in
literary studies, or the search for the notif in art
history...the narrative of process establishes a prinary
neaning, an ultimate, originating referent that cuts off
the interpretative chain. That is, an aesthetic of
causality is reintroduced, a positivist nonol ogue that
we thought nodern art was supposed to have gotten rid
of: A (paintbrush) + B (paint) + C (support) + D (the
manner in which these are conbi ned) give E (painting).
There woul d be nothing left over in this equation. G ven
E, ABCD coul d be deci phered, absolutely. By nmaking the
artist a kind of engi neer who solves a probl emof nmany
paraneters in his work..., the discussion of process in
art is refitted to this heuristic nold. The object of
this critical discourse then would seemto be: given the
solution (the painter's "eureka"), find the problem

[ Yve-Al ain Bois Painting as Mbdel Canbridge: MT Press
1990 p. 216]

At its iconic extrenes--in David Salle, Signar Pol ke and

| ate Picabia--a |layered or transparent palinpsest painting
t echni que produces di ssonant effects that hysterically
contradict layer painting's mninmalist origins, but in
Moni ca Tap's paintings the strict procedural order of
process art |ends an obsessional gravity to all sorts of

| oaded i nagery.



| NTERVI EW

diff Eyland: Can you tal k about the work's Dutch
connecti on?

Moni ca Tap: There are several Dutch connections in this
wor k. Mbst obviously, many of the artists whose works |
reference are Dutch (Gaspar van Wttel, Herbert Swanevelt,
Jan Lievens, Paul Bril, etc.) Wile | have used ot her
sources, it intrigues ne that many of the conventions of
| andscape pai nti ng devel oped i n seventeent h-century
Hol | and. The word "l andscape" itself derives fromthe
Dutch "l andschap." Many Dutch artists in this period
travelled to Italy, where they inpressed other artists
with their "typically" Northern attention to detail and
careful observation of nature. For exanple, { aude
Lorrai ne was influenced by the work of Dutch and Fl em sh
artists living in Rome around 1600 -- and even rooned for
atine wth Swanevelt. (Swanevelt's own work was
significantly influenced by Lorraine's approach in turn.)
Landscape devel oped into a subject in its own right during
this period: it no | onger served nerely as a backdrop for
an allegorical or religious theme. M/ interest is in the
point of origin of this genre and in the significant
mutations it underwent inits early history. As a painter
living in a country with a | ong-standing conmtnent to

| andscape as subject, and as a pai nter whose own origins
are in Holland, the connection resonated strongly.

CE: What about the prairies and your recent work?

MI: A coupl e of anecdotes may best answer this question.
Last summer while travelling between Red Deer and
Ednonton, | was surprised to notice that the passing

| andscape bore nore than a passing resenblance to the
early European panoram c | andscape draw ngs that | had
been working from Both are characterised by vast spaces
that dwarf but do not overwhel mtheir inhabitants. Peopl e,
their homes, farns, towns and roads are mniaturized by

t hat i mense space.

Anot her nmenory -- riding in the back seat of ny parents’
Pontiac when | was a kid, watching the prairies roll past
through a blurred screen of trees, ny focus fixed on the
di stant horizon so that the narrow band of trees bordering
the field would blur as we drove by. Dfferent |ayers of



focus and detail described the space (and traced our
novenent through that space). After conpleting the first
fewworks in this series, | noticed that sone of the

pai ntings remnded ne of what it |ooked |ike to watch the
prairie scenery roll by at car speed.

CE: Wiat about the "charmng figures lurking in ny own
wor k" you allude to in a National Post article that you
recently wote?

MI: Tiny figures popul ate alnost all early |andscape
drawings. Little figures cross bridges, tend cattle, haul
fishing nets, relax under serpentine trees, and sonetines
commt crines in the corners of the drawi ngs. d ose

exam nation of original drawi ngs and early draw ng

I nstruction books reveals a transnational and
transgenerational "clip art" of stock characters. In
referencing the drawings of this period | have often
transcri bed these figures into the dense | ayers of ny
work. It pleases ne to know that sustained study of an
apparently abstract painting will reward the pati ent
viewer who may di scover a frolicking dog, an observant
rabbit, a tiny traveller, or, nost likely, an arti st
quietly sitting, drawi ng the | andscape.

CE Can you talk a little bit about your technical nethod
of tracing projections?

M. In paint, | layer draw ngs done by different hands in
different centuries, bringing together inmages from
different tines wthin the sane space. | assign to each

| ayer or drawing a colour, and to each painting or group
of paintings a plan that indicates the |ayering sequence;
a sequence that may be "curatorial"”, historical,
aesthetic, or happily random As a "post-conceptual "
artist | allownyself to stray fromthe strict dictuns of
process-based art. | am buoyed by Sol LeWt's statenent
that "Conceptual art is not necessarily logical. The logic
of a piece or a series of pieces is a device that is used
at tinmes only to be ruined."

Awar e of past pedagogi cal technique in which students

| earned to draw by steadily copying the work of the
masters, | (ironically?) situate nyself as novice to the
grammar of early | andscape draw ng, enacting the ritual of
copyi ng while simltaneously getting it "all wong'. M



choi ces of colour, nedium square format, scale, and ny
decision to layer the "copies" to the point of

I ndeci pherability belong to contenporary practice. | use
projections to facilitate this process, to suspend
aesthetic choice while painting, and to keep nyself quite
literally "in the dark" regardi ng the outcone of each
layer until it is conplete.

CE: How do you associate your work with the tradition of
so-called "layer" or "process" painting?

| see the tradition of process painting as a source for
the work, much as the tradition of seventeenth-century
| andscape drawing is a source for the work. Initially I
adopt ed a process-based approach for purely pragnmatic

reasons -- the oil paint required drying tine between

| ayers and setting out instructions and a schedul e nade it
easier to renenber what | intended to do next. M
association wth the tradition is, | suppose, respectfully
cavalier - working procedurally provides a franmework and

structure in which I can explore questions of paint, space
and history. My work differs from1970s process art in the
specificity of its fine art referents (nmargi nal though
they are) and in ny continued engagenent with the
"pleasure principle' in painting, especially in finding
ways to play with the notion of the "authentic nmark."

CE: Could you characterize the | ook of your work?

MI: This is how ! tried to describe it in an artist's
statenent: "My work hovers at the threshol d between
abstraction and representation -- the suspended nonent
when an abstract collection of dots and dashes coal esces
Into a recogni zable image. ldeally the paintings al so
operate at a netaphoric threshold between past and present
- Obscure bits of the past collected to construct a
present that includes nenory but refuses nostalgia."

NOTE: This interview conducted by post, e-nmail and fax
bet ween Quel ph and Wnni peg in 1999.



