+ R8 ¢« SATURDAY, JANUARY 8, 2000

I can’t not draw. I just can’t,’ says Winnipeg
artist Cliff Eyland, who’s been known to
. produce more than 100 works in a single day.
As is clear from the images previewed bere, be
Y has found the perfect form for bis artistic
chaos — the three-by-five-inch file card.

i ROBERT ENRIGHT
Special to The Globe and Mail, Winnipeg
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n the past 20 years, painting has had a rough ride. It was de-
clared dead, and then when it became a Lazarus art, its barely
warmed body was subjected to all manner of abuse from all
persuasions of visual and performing artists. It was in this
charnel house of debate that Cliff Eyland began the serious
work of turning himself into a painter.

In the early 1980s, Eyland was a student at the Nova Scotia
College of Art and Design, an art school that had a deserved
reputation as one of the most radical in North America. Con-
ceptual art, in which ideas were more important than objects
and the rigour of theory was more prized than the making of
marks, was the official religion. In this critical atmosphere, the
act of making a painting was apostasy.

Eyland, now 45, was caught in the middle of what amounted
to an art war. “In 1981, when neo-expressionism came in,” he
remembers, “I thought of conceptual art as this old thing. It
wasn’t very fashionable but I was interested in it. I had always
been a painter, so the debate for me was how to deal with the
critiques of painting from the perspective of a practitioner.”

If painting was heroic, Eyland would be low key; if painters
worked in a studio, he would make his art everywhere; if paint-
ings were big, he would work small — on three-by-five-inch fil-
ing cards, to be exact. If a single painting was a commitment
that demanded time and high seriousness, he would make a
promiscuous number of works quickly, almost indifferently.

And if paintings hung in art galleries, he would insert his
drawings — sometimes surreptitiously — into library books
and card catalogues. Eyland became a sort of generous subver-
sive, infiltrating the system with gifts that people could either
take away or simply leave alone. He was like a figure out of
Jorge Luis Borges, an “imperfect librarian” inquiring into “the
formless and chaotic nature of almost all books.”

What may on the surface look like casual, incidental work
has been taken seriously — Eyland has had shows at the Win-
nipeg Art Gallery, the Confederation Art Gallery in Char-
lottetown, the New School for Social Research in New York,
and (currently) at the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto. He
shows commercially at Toronto’s Leo Kamen Gallery, but also
continues to exhibit at artist-run spaces and to carry out “book
interventions” in public libraries.

All of this activity is made possible by Eyland’s prodigious
output: He has been known to produce more than 100 works
in a single day. “I can’t not draw. I just can’t,” he admits. “It's a
psychological thing which must be linked to some neurosis.
That's quite clear.”

What wasn't as clear in the 1980s was how he should pro-
ceed. Among the conceptual painters who were admiged at the
time — like Sol LeWitt and On Kawara — there was a distrust
of loaded imagery, so Eyland characteristically looked for a
space outside the prevailing practice. “There was a certain
kind of puritanism at NSCAD,” he says. “It favoured puritani-
cal imagery and was no less hung up about issues around sex-
uality.” Eyland’s visual cornucopia included then, as it does
today, a fair number of nudes in imaginative couplings. “I was
against this heterosexual, male thing too. However, there was a
problem about being sympathetic to feminism, understanding
the issues, and yet having sexual impulses and wanting to ex-
press them in art. It didn’t go away.”

Nor has it gone away. Any new body of work invariably in-
cludes naked figures — men and women, together and alone.




painting Eyland can get on a surface the size of a library card.

painters like Hans Hoffmann and Paul Emile Borduas.

comprises fanciful images of a city Eyland has never seen.

thing,” he observes. That's what is so frustrating.”

lery at Leo Kamen in Toronto, 416-504-9515.

In one of the works previewed here, for example, one woman leans
forward to touch the breast of a red-faced girl who is either embar-
| rassed or aroused. Eyland’s figured landscapes often look like French
o 4 painting crossed with a benign Surrealism, as if Di Chirico and Dali

——=1 were distant cousins to Boucher and Constable. In another work, an
overweight man in a blue Speedo shares a strip of beach with a crea-
ture of indeterminate origin. They stand at the edge of a decorative
swirl of water that demonstrates how much delicate and detailed

He can also put nothing more than a single colour on that same sur-
face, and call the piece Yellow Brick or Gold Brick or Blank Brick,
which is nothing at all. There are skillful portraits, like the one of his
friend Allan MacDonald, a Halifax architect, who has been given dark
skin, exotic features and transformed into something approximating
an Asian god. There are also superb abstractions, mini-homages to

Eyland'’s gift is to have found a form to contain his painterly chaos.
The absolute refusal to adhere to a given style might look like dilettan-
tism in a larger context, but in fact his voluminous play is contained
within a serious conceptual frame. The intellectual choices continue
in his creation of 28 “categories” of art into which any of his individual
pieces may fall. Some of them — abstract art, landscape, photographs
— would be recognizable to conventional art historians. Others
wouldn't. He has a category called “Saskatoon,” for example, which

Born in Nova Scotia, Eyland moved to Winnipeg in 1994, when his
wife got a teaching appointment at the University of Manitoba. He
says he'll never leave, a surprising sentiment, perhaps, from one who
has always resisted fitting in. Eyland’s quest as a painter has been for
an in-betweenness where he can feel comfortably uncomfortable; his
categorizing is a measure of control at the same time as it represents
an act of unreliable taxonomy. “You can impose order on almost any-

A show of works by Cliff Eyland is on view at the Art Gallery of Ontario
until Feb. 27. Other works may be seen starting today in the back gal-




ORDERING CHAOS

Cliff Eyland makes his art works in 28 “categories," which,
he admits, often overlap. “| also reserve the right to ignore
any rules | make for myself," he says. They are as follows:
1. Abstract paintings.

2. Wildlife paintings: animals, monsters and robots.

3. Landscape paintings: based on place names or
painted from life.

4. ID: portraits, photographic works, ID cards collaged into
works; of imaginary orreal people.

5. Wallenberg: chosen with PE| poet Joseph Sherman for
exhibition with his poems about Raoul Wallenberg.

6. Labels: works used as “labels” (with or without text) in
exhibitions by other artists.

7. Francis/Giotto: based on St. Francis and
by Giotto.

8. Expo/Borduas: Bpo '67 pavilion stamps gathered at
age 13 form the basis of paintings that allude to works by
Paul Emile Borduas, also seen at Expo.

9. Drawings: drawings made in various sizes, on masonite
or paper.

10. Reproductionstincludes reproductions (any size) re-
touched with paint, and colour or black-and-white photo-
copies that can be used as the basis of new paintings.

11. Photographs: indudes snapshots, found photo-
graphs, formal set upsand, since 1995, Polaroid Captiva
photographs putintoathree-by-five-inch format, some-
times used with other materials.

12. Figure paintings,

13. Library inserts:works secretly put into book pockets
and/or library books.

14. Saskatoon: paifitings about a city that | have yet to
(and perhaps never will)visit.

15. Objects: sculpturalvorks, usually paintings that have
become encrusted.

16. Architectural: indudes works about architecture
made during and aftermyyears as a curator at the Techni-
cal University of NovaScotia's school of architecture
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First column: LKIG&M 38 (VISA), 1999; LKIG&M 23 (airplar
Second column: LK 193, 1999; LK/G&M 50 (abstract), 1998, Iirﬂi’,
1999; LKIG&M 19 (figure), 1999.

Third column: LKIG&M 58 (landscape), 1999; LKIG&M 14 (all occasion
figure), 1999; LK/IG&M 1 (Allan MacDonald), 1999.
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Fourth column: LKIG&M 4 (Noam Gowick), 1999; LK/G&M 35 (abstract),
1999; LKIG&M 31 (figures), 1999; LKIG&M 45 (Star Trek Ensign volunteers
to go down to the surface), 1999,

Fifth column: LKIG&M 28 (two women), 1999; LKIG&M 20 (landscape),
1999

Sixth column: LKIG&M 47 (landscape), 1999; LK/IG&M 15 (figuresibeach),
1999; LKIG&M 59 (tree), 1999; LK240, 1999.




