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FORWARD

The history of art and design has always been grounded in community.
Expression and communication are inherently social. These gestures
would be meaningless without an audience, without a listener.
This is why Figure One is so important to the School of Art + Design,
because it speaks to our origins, our traditions, and our aspirations
for our future. Figure One is a bridge connecting our community of
artists, designers, educators, and scholars to our local community, our
neighborhoods, and the people with whom we share the ChampaignUrbana twin cities.
Figure One is an offering, the beginning of a conversation. It is a way to
share our passions and interests, and an invitation to explore, together,
the rich and diverse world of visual culture. We hope you think of Figure
One as a front porch of sorts, and that you stop by now and then to catch
up, visit, and talk.

Nan Goggin
Director, School of Art + Design (May 2007 – May 2015)
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ARE YOU SURE PAINTING IS DEAD?!
By Rehema C. Barber

Current social circumstances dictate new forms of art.—Nikolai
Tarabukin1
My painting is based on the fact that only what can be seen there is
there. It really is an object.—Frank Stella2
For centuries, painting has been the standard by which novices and
experts alike have defined “fine art.” As a result, the relevancy and
vitality of the medium has been of great interest to critics, curators, and
its practitioners. The field of painting—like any other medium— has
6

experienced its high and low points. With the birth of Modernism, critics
and painters began to question paintings foothold as the “premier” art
form.3 Moreover, this time period saw the rapid decline of religion and
history as dominant themes within painting.4

1 “The Death of Painting.” Moma.org. January 1,
1998. Accessed October 27, 2014.
http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/1998/
rodchenko/texts/death_of_painting.html.
2

Coulter-Smith, Graham. “Quiddity.” Artintelligence.
June 3, 2008. Accessed January 15, 2015.
http://artintelligence.net/review/?p=798.

3

Crimp, Douglas. “The End of Painting.” JSTOR.
Spring 1981. Accessed June 23, 2014.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/778375.

4

Coulter-Smith, Graham. “Abstraction, Genius
and the Decline of Painting.” Artintelligence. May
30, 2008. Accessed October 27, 2014. http://
artintelligence.net/review/?p=789.
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The emergence of several important periods in art history (Expressionism,
Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, and Minimalism – to name some of
the major movements) saw artists become more introspective in their
approaches to painting. The Expressionists, Dadaist and Surrealists
began to look at the expression of the artist’s inner workings and one’s
individual psychological make-up. Whereas, Abstract Expressionists
and Minimalists emphasized the illustration of one’s gesture or lack
thereof. During these periods, critics and painters discussed the fate of
painting; at times claiming that painting had reached its peak—that the
end was near or that in fact painting was dead.5 Yet, somehow painting
has never quite fallen into the abyss. This is quite evident by the fact

Saltz, Jerry. “Unpainted Paintings AFTER THE
DRIPS.” Artnet Magazine. April 6, 2011. Accessed
October 27, 2014. http://www.artnet.com/
magazineus/featues/saltz/upainted-paintings-atluxembourg-dayan4-6-11.asp. AND Neal, Patrick.
“Does Painting Still Matter?” Salon.com. April 28,
2013. Accessed January 15, 2015. http://www.salon.
com/2013/04/28does_painting_still_matter_partner/.

that painting continues to be the subject of blockbuster exhibitions in
museums and other exhibition spaces across the globe.
Painting Is Dead?! examines currently emerging notions associated
with contemporary painting. The premise and title of this exhibition
is both a critique and question. Using the works of a diverse range of
artists as a lens, Painting Is Dead?! is a challenge to historical—and even
contemporary—understandings of painting as a medium and a practice.
This exhibition is an illustration of the ongoing innovations occurring
in the field of painting, while also displaying works that expand the
conceptual ideals associated with its processes.
The works featured in Painting Is Dead?! are figurative, abstract,
sculptural, and even multi-media laden. Compositions by Patrick
Installation shot of Painting Is Dead?! at Figure One.

Earl Hammie, Ebony G. Patterson, and Maja Ruznic contemplate
the expansiveness of the tradition of painting by incorporating new
techniques and perspectives. Their works use the medium as means
to speak about the state of today’s diverse social climate in order to
scrutinize the identity politics of ethnicity, race, and black masculinity.
Works by Rico Gatson, Harvey Opgenorth, Jason Middlebrook, and
Jenny Morgan explore the place of painting in our society as a vehicle
that can illustrate the fusion of conceptual originality, nature, technology,
and more. All of the works displayed in Painting Is Dead?! are vehicles
that express the ebb and flow of the painterly impulse.
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Throughout the course of this exhibition, I observed the reactions of
its audience. I also encountered many repeat visitors. Some came to
gawk at the naked figures featured in Hammie’s large-scale paintings.
Other visitors were mesmerized by the sculptural references and
the sheer physical impact of Gatson’s work. I also observed how the
audience connected with the deeply emotional qualities depicted in
Ruznic’s phantasmagoric images or were astounded by the technical
precision of Morgan’s paintings. Over and over again, I heard people
refer to Middlebrook’s and Patterson’s works as “cool”. This “cool” factor
is indicative of not only the hipness that those pieces exuded, but also
8

because of the materials used in their execution. I myself stared at
Kienke’s paintings day after day and found some speck of paint that I
hadn’t seen before to appreciate.
I came to realize that painters, arts professionals, and the general public
have not only an appreciation for painting, but are fascinated by it.
Painting is an contradiction. It is one of the most readily accessible forms
of art that has the simultaneous ability to be both facile and complex.
Moreover, paintings are physical manifestations and representations of
the world and space we inhabit. It is comprised of a visual language that
speaks to us individually and collectively. Yet, that is not all. Painting
also has the ability to leave us speechless, a bit more curious or even
uneasy. But then that’s the objective of contemporary visual art—as a
whole, to give voice and to bring forth ideas; to leave viewers wanting
more or feeling satiated. Art, more specifically contemporary painting,
should foster conversation; and that’s what I witnessed during the run of

Installation shot of Painting Is Dead?! at Figure One.

Painting Is Dead?! —people talking about the paintings in
front of them. Overall, the artists participating in Painting
Is Dead?! and their works reveal that surely painting is
not dead; that it is in fact alive, well and kicking.

Rehema C. Barber is a curator, writer, arts
administrator, and was the Visiting Coordinator
for Figure One from 2013 to 2015, an off‐campus
venue for the School of Art + Design of the
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
Barber has been a participant of The Japan
Foundation’s Japan-U.S. Art Curatorial Exchange
Installation shot of Painting Is Dead?! at Figure One.

Program,

the

Getty

Museum’s

Leadership

Institute: The Next Generation, the Henry Luce
Foundation’s Institute in Jewish Art at New York
University, and a Romare Bearden Fellow at the
Saint Louis Art Museum. She holds a B.A. from
Roosevelt University, an M.A. from the School of
the Art Institute of Chicago, and a certification in
Elementary and Secondary Art Education from
the University of Missouri, Saint Louis.
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Rico Gatson’s vibrant painting installation, Untitled (12

RICO GATSON

panels), interweaves practices in painting, sculpture, and

PATRICK EARL HAMMIE

textile fabrication. His use of repetitive colors and forms
provide a sense of visual rhythm that draws viewers

CHRIS KIENKE

into the work. Together, these elements upset the two

JASON MIDDLEBROOK

dimensionality of traditional painting while removing

JENNY MORGAN

the perceived spatial barriers between the work and

HARVEY OPGENORTH

its viewers. The surface texture created from Gatson’s
layering process further contributes to the sculptural
qualities of the installation, which abstractly mimics the
weave patterns of West African kente fabric. Each panel
is laden with abstracted Akan symbolism – from color
repetition to geometric form to the significance of the
number 12 – to compose a rich tapestry that explores
pan-African identity politics and compels viewers to
question conventional modes and styles of painting.

EBONY G. PATTERSON
MAJA RUZNIC
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Rico Gatson (American, b. 1968)
Untitled (12 panels), 2014
Acrylic paint and spray paint on wood panel
180 X 96 inches (Spaced 12” apart)
Courtesy of the Artist and Ronald Feldman
Fine Arts, New York, NY
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Patrick Earl Hammie brings a contemporary edge to the
traditional genre of historical painting, with his bold use
of sharply contrasted lighting and photorealistic handling.
Moreover, Hammie’s Nightwatch nods to masterworks
of historical painting, as it visually references several
traditional stories famously depicted in paintings such
as Judith and Holofernes or Salome and John the
Baptist. By reinscribing these iconic scenes through
a contemporary lens, Hammie is able to explore the
physical and emotional tensions between the two
figures and representations of historically ignored bodies
in order to reflect on binary notions of gender, race, and
power.
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Patrick Earl Hammie (American, b. 1981)
Nightwatch, 2013
Oil on canvas
68 x 96 inches
Courtesy of the Artist and Yeelen Gallery
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Patrick Earl Hammie (American, b. 1981)
Aureole, 2013
Oil on canvas
68 x 96 inches
Courtesy of the Artist and Yeelen Gallery
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Chris Kienke’s From the Hip is a meditation on the visual
language of mechanical and manual images. Using his
digital glitch aesthetic, Kienke abstracts the image to
interrupt the viewing experience in order to reflect on
notions of reality and virtuality. His “tele-visual” images
integrate technology and painting, as both his subject
and process, which further challenges traditional
notions of painting. Moreover, Kienke’s examination of
digital images situates his work within the discourse on
contemporary society and its relationship to technology.
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Chris Kienke (American, b. 1972)
From the Hip, 2014
Acrylic and pigment on canvas
38 x 82 inches
Courtesy of the Artist

17

Chris Kienke (American, b. 1972)
Life, Security and the Pursuit
of Riches, 2014
Acrylic and pigment on canvas
52 x 82 inches
Courtesy of the Artist
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Jason Middlebrook uses wood as a sculptural canvas
for his intricate abstract paintings that focus on the
tension between the organic and fabricated. The
repetition of fine lines and geometric shapes gives the
illusion of depth, reminiscent to that of topographical
maps, adding to the sculptural qualities of the piece.
Inspired by the grain, imperfections, and history of the
material Middlebrook’s works not only alter the concept
of painting, but also inject the practice into other modes
of art making.
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Jason Middlebrook, (American, b. 1966)
9 Ways to Get Your Groove On, 2014
Acrylic on Big Leaf Maple
35 x 27 inches
Courtesy of the Artist and Monique Meloche
Gallery, Chicago
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Jason Middlebrook, (American, b. 1966)
Reflection is a Loaded Word, 2014
Spray paint on elm
36 x 22 ½ inches
Courtesy of the Artist and Monique Meloche
Gallery, Chicago
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Jason Middlebrook, (American, b. 1966)
Gold Cherry Gift, 2014
Acrylic on cherry wood
21 ½ x 24 inches
Courtesy of the Artist and Monique Meloche
Gallery, Chicago
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Combining illustrative and painterly techniques, Jenny
Morgan’s portrait process includes smudging, blurring,
and sanding to reveal the layers beneath. What remains
are obscured figures, whose faces have been distorted,
yet somewhat recognizable. The process of masking
her subject’s features is not an erasure of their identity.
Rather, it allows Morgan to eliminate the vanity of
traditional portraiture to capture the spirit or aura of
the sitter. The Flood depicts a mysterious and ghostly
figure, shrouded in a wash of dark tones that obscures
the viewer’s gaze. However, the image is no less striking
due to the figure’s eyes, which pierce through the haze
to connect directly with Morgan’s audience. The created
visual connection between viewer and figure epitomizes
Morgan’s process of capturing the real.
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Jenny Morgan (American, b. 1982)
The Flood, 2013
Oil on canvas
36 x 30 inches
Courtesy of Driscoll Babcock Galleries
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Jenny Morgan (American, b. 1982)
Oh My Love, What a Mirror
Reflection We Are, 2012
Oil on canvas
55 x 50 inches
Courtesy of Driscoll Babcock Galleries
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Harvey Opgenorth’s conceptual paintings, Museum
Manifestation – Aggressive Apparitions, explore the
institutional practice of ‘whitewashing’ the gallery to
simultaneously reveal the illusion of neutrality and
the power to control audience perception. Opgenorth’s
work serves as a reflection on the nature of curated art
experiences, in that he challenges viewers to re-imagine
the spaces and contexts for encountering art beyond the
museum. The implications of such work suggest that
painting, as the long-viewed embodiment of ‘fine art,’
has a pivotal role in activating a major shift for artists
of all media towards creating new, more powerful art
outside the institutional framework.
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Harvey Opgenorth (American, b. 1976)
Museum Manifestation - Aggressive
Apparitions, 2014
Acrylic on Canvas with Wooden Supports
72 x 22 x various depths in inches
Courtesy of the Artist
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Ebony G. Patterson’s Black Roses Series explores the
intersections of Black masculinity and fashion through
a lens of Jamaican dancehall practices. Patterson’s
paintings are composite portraits that represent a culture,
rather than depicting specific individuals, to capture the
broader subversive qualities of dancehall. Black Roses
Series negotiates identity and masculinity through the
ritualistic and religious process of embellishing one’s
self through skin bleaching, cosmetics, and unique
fashion. Patterson’s focus on contemporary Jamaican
street culture is a demonstration of social relevancy and
transformative power found within painting. Moreover,
her mixing of materials not only speaks to painterly
tradition, but also display an alternative use of the
medium.
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Ebony G. Patterson (Jamaican, b. 1981)
Untitled I from the Black Roses
Series, 2013
Mixed media on paper
30 inches x 22 ¼ inches
Collection of Susan A. Gescheidle
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Ebony G. Patterson, (Jamaican, b. 1981)
Untitled III from the Black Roses
Series, 2013
Mixed media on paper
30 inches x 22 ¼ inches
Collection of Susan A. Gescheidle
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Influenced by her experiences during the Bosnian
civil war during the 1990’s, Maja Ruznic’s work is a
cathartic exploration of human experiences and their
effects on one’s identity. Their Fingers were Trophies
Meant to Be Enjoyed grapples with sexual violence
against women during times of war, as well as the
passing of psychological scars from one generation
to the next. Her use of dark tones with bright washes
of color and her fluid technique, produce a haunting
dream-like effect, which skews the divide between
memory and imagination. The anthropomorphic figure
and dismembered limbs further prevent the viewer from
distinguishing victim from aggressor. Ruznic’s intensely
personal and emotionally-charged works speak to
the transformative and healing power of the painting
process for contemporary artists and audiences alike.
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Maja Ruznic (American, b. 1983)
Stamp of Total Conquest, 2014
Ink and gouache on paper
35 x 45 inches
Courtesy of the Artist and Jack Fischer Gallery
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Maja Ruznic (American, b. 1983)
Their Fingers were Trophies Meant
to Be Enjoyed, 2014
Ink and gouache on paper
35 x 45 inches
Courtesy of the Artist and Jack Fischer Gallery
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Maja Ruznic (American, b. 1983)
Dead Rabbit for The Brotherhood, 2014
Ink and gouache on paper
35 x 45 inches
Courtesy of the Artist and Jack Fischer Gallery
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ABOUT THE ARTISTS

Rico Gatson is a Brooklyn-based artist who was born in Augusta, Georgia in 1966. He received his
BFA from Bethel College in Saint Paul, Minnesota in 1989 and his MFA from the Yale School of Art in
1991. Gatson’s works examine a variety of subjects such as identity, the history of race, entertainment,
and spirituality. Gatson is represented by Ronald Feldman Fine Arts, located in New York, New York.
Patrick Earl Hammie was born in New Haven, Connecticut in 1981. Hammie holds a BA from Coker
College and an MFA from the University of Connecticut, and is currently an Assistant Professor in
the School of Art + Design at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. He is best known for
his monumental portraits related primarily to themes of identity, history, and narrative. Hammie is
represented by Yeelen Gallery, located in Miami, Florida.
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Chris Kienke was born in Rochester, New York in 1972. Kineke received his BFA from the Kansas
City Art Institute in 1994 and his MFA from Southern Illinois University at Carbondale in 2000. Kienke’s
studio practice revolves around a hybrid of painting and digital imagery, to create images that make it
difficult for viewers to decipher between painted layers and the printed image. Kienke is currently the
Chair of Foundations at the School of Art + Design at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
Jason Middlebrook is a Hudson, NY based artist who was born in 1966 in Jackson, Michigan.
Middlebrook received his BFA from the University of California at Santa Cruz in 1990 and an MFA
from the San Francisco Art Institute in California in 1994. He draws inspiration from both nature and
technology. Middlebrook translates his observations about this complex relationship into various
works including: installation, large-scale drawings, paintings, and sculptures. Middlebrook is
represented by the gallery Monique Meloche, located in Chicago, Illinois.

Jenny Morgan was born in Salt Lake City, Utah in 1982. Morgan received her BFA from the Rocky
Mountain College of Art and Design in 2003 and her MFA from the School of Visual Arts in 2008.
Morgan’s deeply personal works examine the complexity of human relationships to question how we
relate to the past, while also exploring new ways to depict figurative painting. Morgan is represented
by Driscoll Babcock Galleries, located in New York, New York.
Harvey Opgenorth was born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in 1976. Opgenorth was an MFA candidate at
the University of Illinois’ School of Art + Design. Opgenorth received his BFA from the Milwaukee
Institute of Art and Design in 1999. His work explores individual and collective perception, while also
seeking to challenge the methods and means of how audiences see, interact, and understand the
world in which we live.
Ebony G. Patterson was born in Kingston, Jamaica in 1981 and is an Associate Professor of Painting
and Mixed Media at the University of Kentucky in Lexington. Patterson graduated from the Edna
Manley College of Visual and Performing Arts in 2004 and received her MFA from Washington
University in St. Louis, MO in 2006. Her work makes references to dancehall practices, while also
questioning the ideals associated with beauty and gender in relationship to masculinity within black
popular culture. Patterson is represented by the gallery Monique Meloche, located in Chicago, Illinois.
Maja Ruznic was born in Bosnia and Hercegovina in 1983. Ruznic came to the United States as a
refugee in 1992 and currently lives and works in Los Angeles. She received her BFA from UC Berkeley
in 2005 and received her MFA from the California College of the Arts in 2009. Ruznic’s paintings,
drawings, and performances explore memory and how it shapes our understanding of reality. Ruznic
is represented by Jack Fischer Gallery, located in San Francisco, CA.
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ABOUT FIGURE ONE

Figure One is a laboratory that supports projects, exhibitions, and
events stemming from all areas of study at the undergraduate and
graduate levels at the School of Art + Design at the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. As an off-campus venue, Figure
One is a public test bed for new ideas to take shape in the
space between the safety of the classroom and the rigor of the
professional world. The goal of the space is to fuel critical dialogue
between students of the School of Art + Design and the broader
University and local communities. As such, all programming of the
space seeks to broaden the scope of discourse for student activity
at the School. Figure One achieves these goals through studentinitiated programming and productive synthesis with existing
School of Art + Design initiatives such as the Visitors Series and
other public programs. For more information about Figure One
exhibitions and programs please visit www.figureone.org.
Annual sponsorship for exhibitions and programming at Figure One is generously provided
by: the School of Art + Design and the College of Fine and Applied Arts made possible in
part by a generous donation from Mr. James Avery, BFA Industrial Design (1946) in honor
of Professor “Coach” James R. Shipley.

116 N Walnut St.
Champaign, IL 61820
figureone.org
facebook.com/seefigureone
Tues – Thurs
Fri – Sat
Sun – Mon

11am – 7pm
1pm – 9pm
closed
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