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El sie Kagan's painting is a formof revelation. It comm ngles a search
for beauty with a sustained effort to manifest how reason, reality, and
temperanent can aid us in the creation of something new. Mning the
history of artistic expression, searching for touchstones and well springs
of inspiration, and being able to turn that research into a |iving and
br eat hi ng new expression that can aptly invigorate the contenporary
perception of beauty, is what Kagan does in her work. Kagan's is not only
a technical virtuosity but an educated way of painting that refuses to
lean on ability alone. It desires a greater statenent, one that is filled
with the promi se of creation and the threat of destruction. There is a
primal el enment in abundance that builds and drives her interest in genres
and art novenents: a systemmtic use of energy that creates a dynamc force
wi thin each work and throughout her entire oeuvre. Kagan's systemis her
conbi ned use of historical styles comringling with a conposed and
mani pul at ed brushwork and background tonality to simultaneously achieve a
|l ook that is inspired by the classical past and yet driven by a
progressive need for gesture and idiosyncrasy. The thenes and notifs that
i nform and energi ze her work are bound up in the conflict between the
physi cal and the netaphysical, and in reading the details so specifically
that the overall structure nmerges with its colors, forms, and overal
dynam sm

Over the last several years, Kagan has been working through different
genres of painting that span the entire history of classical and nodern
expression, froma Renai ssance nmuralismassociated with the architectura
pai nti ngs of M chel angelo and Tintoretto, to the quasi-religious
arrangenents of sexual poses by Peter Paul Rubens, to the nythical or
spiritually infused | andscapes of David, Friedrich, and Bocklin; to
portrayal s of |andscape as depictions of manifest destiny in works by
Al fred Bierstadt and Thonas Cole; up to a confrontation with md century
expr essi oni sm

Each of the different periods in Kagan's growh as an artist reflects
not only her struggle between subject matter and style, but also a
willingness to allow chaotic forces to underm ne perception. This is what
differentiates her fromany painter of bourgeois values. In her hands, the
traditional norms, and the tropes which energe fromthem are perceptually
radi calized. Her work makes new versions of old ideas but she al so
tranpl es well enough upon themto not only replace the shopworn
associ ati ons we have with their sources, but to stylistically atom ze the

i mages.
Kagan does three things to her flowers (in still... and the enornous
roon) that alter how we perceive the subject in her work, and as well, how

we nmay be apt to perceive it wherever it is found, in the future. First,
she nesses up the fram ng structure, the background, into which the object
we call "a bouquet of flowers" fits snugly. The organic quality of gesture
bl ends the object with its setting, creating a noody, al nost
dranmat urgi cal, tension

Second, she explodes the forns thenselves, using linmted but effusive
colors, with bursts above and dense tangle of root-like forns bel ow
Chromatically, she does not hewto just red, green, yellow, etc, but pulls
strands of color out of enclosed sections to wander into the foreground
like a scent cone alive. These play foil to the concept of an organized
and realistic event while still showi ng how much energy is at work.



Thirdly, Kagan erases whole areas of the central figure, leaving only a
sil houette, and creating a negative space that could possibly represent a
flower in the bouquet that has gone m ssing, or that never existed, or
only existed in dreans. Kagan |leaves it up to the viewer to do the work of
i magi ning the rest.

In her |andscapes, there is a |likew se a tweaking of forns
and a stylistically rough or thorny handling of gesture to capitalize on
inplied narrative, thenme, and nood, and to inpose the structural chaos
that is her leitnotif. Wrks such as The Probl em of Space Remai ned,
Not hi ng Was Sinply One Thing (2013), Ways To Be Good and Happy, and Ful
and By (2012), each create a specific challenge that enlarges her ability
to manifest an entropic quality as a foil against historical bias and a
way to nove perception of a traditional forminto a contenporary context.

The organi zational and gestural difficulties in each relate to: a
pai nti ng of space, assessed and dramati zed yet not satisfactorily
addressed; the tenptation to anthroponorphize sinple aspects of an inmage
that are equally illustrated as depicted; re-inmagining a heroic
nm s-en-scene that sets the stage for an event which never occurs--the
appear ance of a heavenly host, when in fact, the heavens parting i s enough
to want in the first place. The ironic displacenent of a heroic presence
i s underscored by the parting of clouds as if they were curtains on a

stage; and what seemto be ships cruising across a rough sea, little ships
of early exploration; turn out to be sheets billowing in a nidday breeze
or large leaves on alien trees. Dense with detail, color, and gesture,

each of these works establishes a new way for us to | ook at painting as an
activity in the present and a history in the past.

Each of these works, and the
whol e body of accomplishment | ooking back over the half decade of Elsie
Kagan's creative industry, advances the further application of a vigorous
and highly organi zed structure of esthetic intent. Every gesture seens to
brimw th energy, which achieves its best effect when we are esthetically
hanpered by the idiosyncrasy of her inmages, and when, after other concerns
have passed through our minds, we cone to deal with the energy itself,
whi ch breaks away fromthe places, objects, colors, and novenent to becomne
an i dea about how thought itself is the energy that creates mass for the
viewer to consunme. The entropy that ensues connects us through the work
before us to a netaphor for the utility of inspiration, which is bal anced
on a rail between the after effects of rational choices--choices we nmake
about what is happening before us and why, and the sensory and gestura
appeal of formal qualities in Kagan's paintings that feed our instinctua
drive to bury ourselves in the magi c of pure perception. Entropy is energy
di ssi pating, but never disappearing. It rests in the earth, in the
products of the earth, and in the mnd, waiting to be used again



