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FRESH
SHEET

ANIMATED NERD

Jon Heder, the star of the
nerd/cult movie classic Napoleon
Dynamite, is get-
ting into the ani-
mation racket. He
has signed a deal
with Universal Pic-
tures to develop
both animated
and regular (“live-
action”) movies.
Universal signed
with Greasy entertainment, which is
Jon, his identical twin Dan and their
older brother, Doug. But he's the
one they want.

FEATURES EDITOR DENISE RYAN: 604-605-2615 dryan@png.canwes!

Takao
Tanabe’s
~ terrain

a1 The BC. painter on the

eve of his first Vancouver
Art Gallery retrospective

HOLDING IT |

The Firehall Arts Centre’s produc-
tion of Urinetown, the Musical has
been held over to Feb. 5. Barbara ' ) . , BY AMY O’BRIAN
Barsky has a previous obligation ‘ : sl W v e VANGOUVER SUN
and must leave the show, so Susan ‘ 4" /ol N —
Anderson will step in to join David

akao Tanabe has earned (he
Adams, Jay Brazeau and the rest of right to be crabby. The :‘l C 1’ T
i ; 4 TR ; painter is mere months 1roin
the energe'tlc cast in this l)hu\,'k (:()Ill . ‘ ‘ b . . furming 80, has been painting {0
edy about a fHIlllr() when we can't . » il ; L - . _more tha B%f v, has received
pee for free. Tickets $28/26, call : : . - : : tﬁggmg?. Ca iy iy
604-583-0926. cu it § other honours and awards — and ha
" AR patntings in every major public and
corporate collection In the country
el Tor soine reano, untll i, e
one had thought to exhibit o et
apective ol Hiln wisi b
I'he Vancouver Art Gallery has
had retrospective shows ol Lan
abe's contemporaries - Jack Sl
bolt and Gordaon Siith, for exaim
ple and retronpectives of th
work of much younger artints,
such as Rodney Graham and Brian

SPEAK YOUR MIND

Arts & Life invites you to com-
ment on anything you read in these
pages. Messages should include
your name, address and daytime
phone number, and should be no
mare than 200 wordse You can e-
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Humble? I'm not humble,’ Tanabe says

From D1

ution until now.
e show, which was first
bited last year at the Art
ry of Greater Victoria, has
ght Tanabe perhaps more
tion than he’s ever had. And
gh he grumbles about the
»rs who have been coming
roing at his secluded Van-
er Island acreage, and the
ser of meetings and func-
he’s had to attend in Victo-
id Vancouver, there is a hint
‘mudgeonly glee in his com-
ts.
; time-consuming. 'm asked
this and do that,” the artist
with a touch of self-impor-
while sitting in his spacious
lio at his home near
wille.
asked whether he'd rather
the spotlight and avoid all
neetings and interviews,
tbe says: “What do you
? Humble? I'm not humble.”
1abe, born in Seal Cove,
part of Prince Rupert) is
10t particularly friendly —
st in the conventional sense.
i greeting to me during a
1t visit to his soggy rural
>rty was anything but cor-
ret was somehow fitting for
>omplished artist. After he’d
watched through the win-
as I struggled in the mud
his driveway gate and
sed around in the rain look-
r the front door to his angu-
yoden bungalow, he opened
yor a crack, peeked through
theaid gruffly and abruptly
rer door, other door,” as if it
Wzobvious.
oriting for me at the “other
ck” Tanabe then turned his
z nas soon as I entered, offer-
po hellos or handshakes, and
minded to my awkward — and
“I'tedly obvious — comment
ell, what did 'you expect?”
z00d point, but not very hos-
able.
3ristling a bit from the cold
lcome, I asked him point blank
out his nickname, Crabby Tan-
2. Instead of eliciting a hostile
ponse, the question seemed to
ak the ice. The artist sat back,
iled a devilish smile and said,
1 the most gentle, kind person
re iS;
But I'm also opinionated. . . I
t try to tell the truth.”
Ie openly admits that he’s also
n called bitchy and snotty, but
s he’s simply stubborn and
:s to argue. His tenacity has
wven valuable not only to his
n career, but to Canada’s visu-
rts community as a whole.
le tells the story of trying to
the ear of Sheila Copps — for-
r minister of Canadian her-
ge — at a Canada Council
eption several years ago when
first had the idea that a Gov-
or General’s Award for the
12l and media arts should be
ated.
[ manoeuvred with a friend to
ce sure she couldn’t get away;”
ecalls. Copps gave him about
minutes of her time béfore
escaped after giving some
e assurance that her office
11d work on Tanabe’s idea.
> artist was delighted, but
n realized that Copps may
e been slightly disingenuous,
ok three or four more years
ips back and forth to Ottawa
vhere Tanabe says he was
ed from one bureaucrat to
ther — before the first recip-
s were finally awarded in
0. Tanabe himself was
rded the prize in 2003.
you give him room, the seem-
y insular artist can talk and
and talk. He takes a good 15 or
iinutes to tell the story of how
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GLENN BAGLO/VANCOUVER SUN

Takao Tanabe, 79, stands next to his banners at Centre A. Show at the Vancouver International Centre for Contemporary Asian Art covers his work from 1969 to 1973.

RANDY HARQUAIL /VANCOUVER ART GALLERY

Tanabe’s 1972 work, North of Cortland.

he fought to get the Governor
General’s Award created, and
when he finally notices that I
might be paying more attention to
the magnificent canvases on the
walls or the sound of rain ham-
mering the back porch, he stops
to question my level of interest.

“Why do you want to hear this?
It's kind of boring,” he says. “Yes,”
Ladmit, “It is kind of boring.”

I'm more interested in why he
has all his awards — the Gover-
not General's Award for 2003, the
Order of Canada, the Order of
British Columbia, and two hon-
orary doctorates — hanging
above and around the toilet in his
tiny studio bathroom. Is it meant
to be an of indication of how he
truly feels about large institu-
tions? Or is it a comment on the
somewhat arbitrary nature of
awards?

He laughs and says, “It's the
only place to hang them.” Then,
when pressed on the matter, he
says brusquely, “I think we're fin-
ished here,” and orders me to
take off my shoes so he can show
me just how crowded the walls
are in the rest of the house.

Downstairs, the slightly
cramped and cluttered spaces are
filled with works by some of Tan-
abe’s students — from his time as
director of the Banff Centre art
program — and works by his
friends. There are portraits of
Tanabe as a younger man by his
friends Joe Plaskett and Jim
Willer. A bunch of Tanabe's own
paintings are crammed behind a
storage fridge in the makeshift
basement guest bedroom, which
Tanabe says he’s dismantling and
guests, from now on, ¢an sleep in
sleeping bags on the studio floor.

Upstairs, in the window-rich
loft-type space that holds the
kitchen, living room and bed-
room, one of his own giant grey
landscapes hangs above the
couch, while a colourful Tanabe
rendering of a tiny English town
hangs in the bedroom. On anoth-
er wall, there is a collage of mem-
ories: dozens of photographs of
him and his wife (who lives and
works as a statistician in Vancou-
ver and travels to the island on
weekends) in exotic locations all
over the world. Above the bed,
there's another massive canvas —

TREVOR MILLS/VANCOUVER ART GALLERY

Low Tide, Hesquiat Bay (1994) is from Tanabe’s own collection.

this one depicting a rocky out-
crop on the north end of Van-
couver Island. Tanabe dismisses
it as a somewhat silly scene, but
up close, the detail and accuracy
are astounding.

“Every pebble on the beach is
there. I paint every leaf or every
pebble,” he said earlier in the vis-
it of a painting showing the Jor-
dan River flowing into the ocean
— a painting that took him five
months to finish.

The process is exhaustive and
takes Tanabe considerably longer
than it once did. He says he can
only paint for about two hours at
a time because of a failed cataract
operation and needs to take a
“big long rest” after each session.
(However the artist still goes ski-
ing four or five times a year and
travels as much as his schedule
allows.)

Tanabe started painting these
large — as long as six-metre —
landscapes soon after he built his
modest home on the island in
1981. They sell for $35,000 to
$40,000, though Tanabe con-
cedes he hasn't sold as many as
he'd like. Many of the 60-plus
pieces in the retrospective show
are actually from Tanabe's own
collection.

He recently finished a dark,
brooding four-metre seascape
that will be the final piece in the
VAG retrospective (it wasn't fin-
ished in time for the Victoria
exhibition). Asked about the

|

rather morose metaphor of hav-
ing such a bleak image as the
final piece in a life-spanning
show, Tanabe brushes aside the
suggestion. .

“I'like dark paintings. T love
dark paintings,” he says some-
what defiantly. “There’s nothing
ominous about a dark painting
being the last in the show."

Many of Tanabe's coastal land-
scapes are grey, bleak and cold —
much like the day I travelled
across the Georgia Strait to see
him. These are the artist’s
favourite kind of days and he
paints them with an exquisite
sense of motion and time.

In 1999, the artist gave an elo-
?uent explanation for his affinity
or grey days: “The West Coast
has its bright, clear days where
all is revealed, but I favour the
grey mists, the rain-obscured
islands and the clouds that hide
the details. However much we
desire order and clarity in all the
details of our lives, there are
always unexpected events that
could cloud and change our
course. Life is ragged. The Coast
is like that, just enough detail to
make it interesting but not so
clear as to be banal or over-
whelming,”

In the decades before he start-
ed painting grey coastal land-
scapes, Tanabe created an unbe-
lievable spectrum of angular
abstracts, magnificent life draw-
ings, geometric banners (some of

which are now on exhibit at Cen-
tre A), Japanese-influenced ink
drawings, and stark flat prairie
vislas.

Jetirey Spalding, a colleague of
Tanabe’s and the Art Gallery of
Nova Scotia’s director and chief
curator, writes of Tanabe’s stylis-
tic shifts in the 172-page colour
catalogue that accompanies the
retrospective show.

“His work has made significant
contributions to a procession of
artistic movements. . . . Each shift
is the apparent antithesis of the
prior,” Spalding writes. “What
does it tell us when Tanabe
indulges such variety? What can
we expect from him next: a
return to abstraction?”

During my visit, Tanabe pulled
out a binder filled with pho-
tographs of his recent work. He
flipped past dozens of B.C. land-
scapes — some from the interior,
some from up-island — and then
gave me a teasing glimpse at
what he’s been working on
recently. I catch a mass of red and
black shapes, but little more than
that. All I can tell is that the
images are definitely not coastal
landscapes — for which Tanabe
admits his interest “is fading."

He says he’s not yet ready to
show the world the red and black
pieces, but he seems excited and
pleased about his future work.

It’s these little glimpses of
almost childlike excitement that
betray Tanabe’s non-curmud-
geonly side and his remarkably
unwavering passion for creating
art. And, as I step out into the
grey, cloudy late alternoon, ‘Thn-

abe forgoes a handshake (or a
slightly awkward, sideways hug,
leading me to believe that the
“crabby” label is perhaps a tad
unfair.

aobrian@png.canwest.com

The Takao Tanabe retrospective

continues at the Vancouver Art

Gallery until April 17. An exhibi-

tion of Tanabe’s banners (1969 to

1973) is on at Centre A until Feb.
18.
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— VICTORIA
ainter Takao Tanabe
watches as a visitor clos-
es the deer-high gate to
his eight-hectare proper-

ty on scenic Vancouver Island. In
a ball cap, baggy pants, and
scruffy runners, Tanabe looks
more like an aging market gar-
dener than the holder of the
Orders of B.C. and Canada just
interrupted from work on a
$35,000 painting.

" Tanabe’s T-shirt is the tip-off
that the 76-year-old is connected
to Ottawa’s cultural politics. It
promotes a past Japanese and
Canadian orchestral exchange at
the National Arts Centre.

There’s a wariness to his greet-
ing once his visitor has parked
near the artist’s old Saab, newish
pick-up, and sporty Miata of a
startling yellow at odds to the
muted West Coast blues and
greys of his signature landscapes.
But then Tanabe had been evasive
since first contacted in March
after his $15,000 Governor Gen-
eral’s Award for Visual Arts was
announced.

At that time, he came across as
all edgy humility. “What else is
there to do that’s interesting,” he
said about the life of an artist,
“and still involves living from
hand-to-mouth.”

Perhaps he had good reason for
this touchy diffidence. His works
are in every major public and cor-
porate collection in the country.
He’s had a solo show annually
since 1971. Yet he has not
achieved the household name sta-
tus of even the pop star of coastal
painting, Toni Onley.

Tanabe’s contribution to Cana-
dian art is more than just what’s
on canvas. He’s credited with ele-
vating the reputation of the art
department at the Banff School of
Fine Arts during his tenure in the
’70s. He's long been an advocate
for the arts.

Yet despite his long-standing
painterly credentials, Tanabe had
yet to receive his due in the form
of a major retrospective by a pub-

lic gallery. Nor did he expect one,
predicting last spring it “won’t
happen in my lifetime.”

But his droll pessimism is not
that of a man suddenly realizing
he’s running out of time. Instead,
ex-wife Patricia White remem-

bers Tanabe thinking he was
always the wrong age at the
wrong time. In his 30s, the 50-
somethings such as Jack Shadbolt
and B.C. Binning rated all the
attention. When Tanabe hit his
50s, the arbiters of art had dis-
covered the under 30s.

But, now in the wake of his
Governor General’s award, Tan-
abe may finally be the right age at
the right time. The Victoria and

~:BlO|spa
COSMETIC AND LASER CENTRE

TREATMENTS INCLUDE

® Pain-Free Progressive Hair Reduction

« Anti-Aging Light Therapy, Scars, Acne

* Rosacea, Broken Capillaries & Spider Veins

00 438-8288

146 - 6200 McKay Ave. Burnaby, BC www.biospa.ca

Station Square Medical Clinic

o () ot Modica yoms

Knee, Ankle or Wrist Pain?

Extremity MRI for only $475
We provide fast and accurate MRI examinations of the

knee ¢ ankle ¢ foot ¢ elbow ¢ wrist ¢« hand

Why wait? For more information or appointments consult
with your physician or contact Specialty

MRI Clinics
Call
604-734-4942

Vancouver art galleries are col-
laborating on a touring retro-
spective for 2005.
Tanabe leaked the good news in
the call firming up the day’s visit.
“Where’s your tape recorder?”
grouses Tanabe after a desultory

" dard, arguably the country’s most

prestigious — a solo show every
other year. “I don't have the ener-
gy.” he says, explaining why he’s
now cut them each back to one
show of new work every three
years.

sionism. In his 20s, he studied in
New York, including classes with
one of the America’s pioneer
abstract painters, Hans Hoffman.

“‘Who's dis?’ says Tanabe
replaying the German’s weekly
student critique sessions. “A hand

handshake. Tanabe’s touchiness
has other artists affectionately
dubbing him “Crabby Tanabe”
Ignoring the real-journalists-
don’t-use tape-recorders retort,
he leads the way to his studio. Its
entrance is at the back of his glass
and cedar two-storey house,
where decks descend to a pond,
once stocked with trout until
otters beat Tanabe’s fly rod to
them. His home is located in

Errington, near Parksville, about *

150 kilometres north of Victoria.
There are several small-for-

undergrowth, mistaken as some-
thing Jack Shadbolt might have
tried before his looser Hornby
Suite period. A bad assumption.
Tanabe is scathing, then incredu-
lous, that anyone would expect a
Shadbolt in his studio. “He hated
my guts. He was a jealous old
man,” he says of a B.C. icon held
in only slightly less reverence
than Emily Carr.

But all these are dwarfed by the
10- by 5-foot acrylic stretching
across the studio’s back wall, just
above the long table on which
Tanabe paints. It’s destined for
his Calgary show and a likely
$35,000 price tag. .

At one time, he guaranteed his
three commercial galleries —
including Toronto’s Mira God-

The huge painting is the
panorama from the early morning
ferry leaving Port Hardy Bay. Its
atmosphere could be any West
Coast early morning. “It doesn’t
matter, the visuals of the coast are
always obscure... . It’s misty, It’s
mysterious.

“All these wonderful features
are right there in your face [yet]
the land doesn’t stick up at you.
Its mystery is what I like. I won-
der what’s around there,” he says,
beckoning towards the islands in

_the background.
. Tanabe acrylics. on the.wall and -
" one well-rendered drawing of

But the painting’s watery fore-
ground proved a challenge, ulti-
mately forcing Tanabe back to a
tedious technique which had tak-
en its toll both on his eyes and
patience. The early morning light
on the water lacked the “magic”
Tanabe wanted.

“I guess I have to go back to lit-
tle dots,” he decided. It’s an exact-
ing technique, roughly requiring
six layers of 30 painted dots per
square inch. He paced himselthy
working in 30-minute stretches.

“Id fiddle with the sky, then do
more [dots], then go over there
and look outside, and come back.
After two or three hours, I'd quit.”

There's some irony to Tanabe
having moved to comparative
exactness of landscape after
devoting his earlier years to the
looser style of abstract expres-

DRREN STONE/ICTORIA TIMES
Takao Tanabe poses with his latest painting in his Errington studio. Tanabe is a holder of Orders of B.C. and Canada.

would go up, and he’d say ‘oh ja,
and then depending on his mood,
spend 10 minutes critiquing.”

Twice Tanabe wrangled his big
paintings into the back of a cab
and headed across town for Hoff-
man’s critiques. There seemed lit-
tle point in returning a third time
after Hoffman gave his work a
quick glance, and then declared
“You know das very good.”

By the time Tanabe came to
Banff in the '70s, he was moving
away from abstraction. With its
distinct division of flat land and
sky, ﬂée prairie seemed the ideal
subjeét through which to make
the transition. “I deliberately
looked for where the prairie is as
flat as you can get it,” he says of
those earlier paintings.

An excursion in the early '80s
to the Queen Charlottes brought
him home both artistically and
geographically to the West Coast.
In the late ’60s, he and his Amer-
ican-born wife left Vancouver for
Philadelphia where White did her
PhD in social welfare. By then
Tanabe was making a living as an
artist after stints moonlighting at
commercial printing and teach-
ing. He had had lucrative public
commissions in Ottawa and Win-
nipeg.

It seemed the right time to go.
He was becoming too comfort-
able with the trappings of a mid-

levating the reputation of
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HE life's work in painting
Thegun some 50 years ago by

British Columbia artist Takao
Tanabe seems destined to stay stuck
down among the footnotes in the
story of western Canadian land-
scape art. While no art historian, I
think things should be otherwise. To
be sure, Tanabe’s portrayals of Can-
ada’s western islands, waters and
marine weathers have always been
modest — though not thoughtless.
And if he has surely made more rou-
tine, over-the-couch pictures than he
should have, he has also created
enough serene, involving coastal
seascapes to merit respect, and a
second look.

The show of 17 recent acrylic

paintings, woodblock prints and

Artist’s true spark llghS up woodblock prints

other works on paper now on view
at Toronto’s Mira Godard Gallery of-
fers a good opportunity to give Tan-
abe’s art that look it deserves.

The gallery’s ground floor is
largely given over to the large ma-
rine canvases for which the artist is
today best known. Using paint
thinned down to the consistency of
watercolour or ink, Tanabe stains
his canvases with the tints and
lights of moist ocean air, creating an
anthology of the terrain’s myriad
moods, and of the artist’s shifting
sense of himself within that dra-
matic landscape.

ART REVIEW

TAKAO TANABE
New Works 1994 1995

At the Mira Godard Gallery in Toronto
uritil April 5

Reviewed by John Bentley Mays

The atmosphere invoked by Q.C.
Is. 3/95 Dawson Inlet (1995), for ex-
ample, is very still, almost melan-
choly, delivering a sense of place
almost too inhumanely vast, too

}eautlml_ly grand for comfortable
wman dwelling. Strait of Georgia
/94 (1994), portrays a smouldering,
milphurous sunset, suffusing the
itherwise peaceful ocean with a

_ ubtle, undefined menace. Another

iort of indefinite menace — this
ime icy rather than fiery — arises
n Strait of Georgia 2/94 (1994) from
fanabe’s clouds and water, all ren-
lered by metallic greys and chil-
iest white.

It is tempting to see in this dis-
ilay of painting a rather familiar
irt of late career, executed by a

Teator more concerned with mor-

tality and the inscrutable future
than he was in earlier years. A
sense of distant mystery, of im-
pending travel toward the un-
known, pervades the canvases.
This brooding, romantic medita-
tion on the journey of no return is
communicated nowhere better
here than in the related pencil
drawing (1989-1991) and the beauti-
ful photo-etching (1994), both enti-
tled Inside Passage.

This late-life melancholy is brus-
quely qualified, however, when
you go downstairs to see Tanabe’s
recent prints. Exit the philosophic

senior artist, meditating on fate by
the sea; enter Takao Tanabe the in-
terested experimentalist, working
up his marine motifs into gritty, lu-
minously coloured images pulled
off rough-hewn blccks. These tradi-
tional Japanese woodblock prints,
realized in co-operation with Van-
couver printer Masato Arikushi,
are technical masterworks, intense
and crisp, and touched by a certain
lively, youthful light largely absent
in the canvases. After seeing these
rough lovely graphics, I am in-
clined to think we’ve been looking
for the heart of Tanabe’s art in the
wrong place — in his painting,
rather than in the printmaking to
which he has long brought so
much wise, joyful vitality.
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