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Vacant Dave

Dave may be sunsetting metaphorically. I've stepped into the gallery, into a forest and
stumbled upon a fellow hiker. Both my initial reading of Dave (2022), and Dave himself
come across as offhandedly casual. Are those empty cavities or Serengeti sunglasses for
eye sockets? On closer inspection his mouth slides ajar; will he be an unwanted
chatterbox cicerone on this journey? Dave occupies the forest with an all-too blissful,
proprietary ease. He tilts away from the picture plane, receding into the mushy, dashingly
depicted foliage behind him. We exchange nods and | move on.

These surprising dips and quiet culminations of narrativity are where the nervy,
fragmented, projective energy that Johanson has been developing for decades has
found a new pathway. Since his days of collaborative art-making with the Vancouver-
based group the Lions decades ago, Johansons’ work has maintained a strong punk
ethos. This new body of work generates momentum by pitting the norms of culture
against the anarchy of nature.



X Marks the Chicken

| recognize that nearby Chicken (2023) is a painting not merely to enjoy but also to
be challenged by. It's both claustrophobic and full of spatial plasticity. This is not
because of any humdrum crisis between abstraction/figuration (is that a big X
through that binary?), but because Johanson builds his images from the inside out.
As insiders we may glimpse blue skies through the animal/vegetal matrix, but
mostly we are bushwhacking through the horror vaccui.

Matisse would stick his face inches away from a plant to record it up close- a clever
technical approach to undermine the ‘picture as window’ default position of
Western painting. Likewise, Johanson places the viewer in a deep thicket in the
works Sceptre (2023), and Informal (2023) where the edge-to-edge density of each
work adds up to a kind of scraggly gravitas. Forms overwhelm and dissolve into the
limbs, branches, tendrils, and underbrush, taking us with them.



Which all leads me to wonder: Is the history of Western Art just a history of various
limbs conveying bigger pressures? Johanson doesn’t shrug off such epic potentials
for his painting. He digs in with a quiet poetry and asks us to follow along.

Painting as Modulator

Another artist comes to mind who placed the viewers volition on a pedestal. With
both Giorgio de Chirico and Collin Johanson we are generously provided
overlapping pathways, roundabouts, off-ramps, and fabulous dead ends. The more
we poke around the oeuvre of each artist the more the world-building process
evolves: each painting modulates those in proximity. As in de Chiricos’ 1929 novel
Hebdomeros, inner obsessions lead us to external conclusions:

“Hebdomeros reflected on the difficulty of making oneself understood when one’s thoughts reached
a certain height or depth. ‘It’s strange, the very idea that something had escaped my understanding
would keep me awake at nights, whereas people in general are not in the least perturbed when they

see or read or hear things they find completely obscure’. They began to climb the stairs, which were
very wide...”

Neither de Chirico nor Johanson obsess over a signature style, nor do they offer a
repeatable formula of gestalt. Rather, they both graciously prioritize the linkages
between works. A good part of the content occurs in the gaps between what is
shown and what is concealed.



Tipsy

Deeper down the trail | go, another corner is turned and I’m faced with a
hallucination: Descending (2023). A depiction of a nude-ish figure descending the
stairs, that most ‘retinal’ of themes (the reference is more naked than the nude). But
then in spite of Western Art History Knowledge, the painting persuasively transports
me into several registers of mind at once: ghostly impressionism and brisk
naturalism/ high-art provocation and deadpan twigs in a prairie copse.

Like a good Mannerist, Johanson draws our attention to various registers of
seeing: we viewers are being reframed, and disoriented by scale shifts and
deja vu motifs. The repeated choice of vertical format energizes the paintings
with an important imbalance. Red Dog and Blue View (both 2022) tip, sway
and bend before our eyes, activating our own tottering potential for movement
as we stand in front of them.



De-strategized

The artists’ discovery of the composition is deliberately kept visible. From Dave to
Descending, these subjects do not feel strategized into existence: the images seem to
come from personal contact: they are integral, not topical. Decisive gestures, tonal

renderings and ‘degenerate’ disruptions are consistent plot points to drive home both
sincerity and flux.

As | leave the thicket, satiated by the journey, | glance back at Dave, and speculate on
how long he will maintain that fade.




