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A VISUAL FEAST

By Gerald Needham

large exhibition of
paintings composed
primarily of broad
stripes, squares and
triangles may sound
very austere - what

so many people today
describe as "empry formal-
ism." On the contrary,
Quebec painter GUIDO
MOLINARI's retrospective at
the Musee d'art contemporain
in Montreal this summer,
offers the spectator a remark-
able visual feast.

The exhibition, organized by
Sandra Grant Marchand, has been
beautifully installed with
Molinari's collaboration. The
paintings are mounted on huge
grey panels, often a very dark grey,
which present the pictures very
successfully. I stress the hanging
because the spectator must stand
and contemplate in order to absorb
the play of colours. Molinari talks
of duration and memory in his very
articulate comments on his work,
and our concentration is crucial. It
is not an exhibition we can just
walk through. Molinari has even
banished the labels to the ends of
the panels so that they do not
interfere with the effect of the
colours. This is a welcome change
from the current fashion for cura-
tors not only to put labels close to
the pictures, but even to add fur-
ther labels telling us what to think
about the works. These usually
intrude on our peripheral vision
and distract us from the effect of
the picture.

At first glance Molinari may seem to
be a geometrical abstractionist or an
Op artist, but he is neither. The
inclusion by Marchand of the rarely
seen paintings, 1951-53, done
between the ages of 18 and 2O by a

blindfolded Molinari, reveal a very
different approach. These were not a
Dadaistic gesture by a young rebel,
but research into the very basis of
the act of painting. They were in fact
inspired by the famous Life maga-
zine article of 1949 showing Jackson
Pollock in the process of painting,
and by his reading of a letter from
Mondrian to James Johnson
Sweeney published in Art News in
1951. The philosophy underlying
these early works - a combination of
immediate physical expression and
an underlying intellectuality - distin-
guishes most of his art.

Molinari is deeply concerned with
the human response to art - through
our eyes, mind and body. Observing
the canvases with the blindfold off,
Molinari noted the prevalence of
left/right balance, tnougn he gener-
ally made the right more d1.namic.
There was an emphasis on the upper
left and lower right corners which
tended to divide the picture into two
triangles , while the lower part had a
heavier gravitational quality. He felt
these characteristics to be a direct
expression of the human self, and
has explored them in various direc-
tions since. For example, the vertical
bands express the left/right duality,
escaping the triangular division.
When he repeats the same bands in
a picture, Molinari sees this not as

Guido Molinari, Multi-blanc,
oil on canvas,1958, 87.6 X 113.7 cm

Guido Molinari, Untitled, drawing 1954 (detail)

f"lor'trrzl.

Georges Jeanclos, Boat for St. Iulien, 1991, terracotta, 51 x 29x 48 cm

ken and fragmented, imPly their
presence without being there,and
speak of a bitter history, reflecting
the suffering of the artist's people.
The barely visible prayers spelled out
in Hebrew characters at the base

were the last words of the Jews as

they were executed during the
Spanish inquisition: "One God -

Israel - Listen God - Our God - One
God." The form of the chair MarY is
sitting on is the one inconsistency in
the show, its shape being seriouslY
out of character with the entire
exhibit: it resembles a modern
formed and laminated PlYwood
stool, a large mass of uninterrupted
clay looming above the head of the
diminutive child figure.

The iconography of Jeanclos' work
is very broad. His commissions have
included: the replacement of the
Romanesque figures of the tympa-
num in the church of Saint AYoul
east of Paris; a memorial to Jean
Moulin,a French Resistance leadeg
(on the Champs Elysees in Paris);
plus a commemorative piece for the
heroes of the Resistance in World
War II.

The great strength ofJeanclos' ouvre
is the placement of his vast and cre-

ative strong-hold which he support-
ed on a stratified base, consisting of
a profound reverence for life and
intense introspection. This footing,
resulting from a catharsis, allowed
Jeanclos to purge his very deeP
childhood wounds of anguish and
personal upheaval.

In his own words the artist has
recounted his family's plight during
the Nazi occupation of France: "Like
savages, forever marked by fear of
being surprised, arrested.... they fled
to the forest and hid for an entire
yearl" For Jeanclos, it is the insight
and wisdom which also followed
this catharsis, that has led directly to
his success as a passionate and dedi-
cated artist. I

AUTHOR:
Peter Alexander Por is a multi-media artist and
architect who recently graduated from York
University.

GUIDO MOIINARI8
\

I

Guido Molinari, Semiographe,
gouache on paper, 1980, 101.6 X 66 cm

simple repetition, for, as he empha-
sizes, the band on the extreme left

has a different effect
from the band of the
same colour in the
middle, which is
changed by the band
on its left. As we Iook
at the painting the
bands form different
groupings, creating a

shil-ting space, one
that is not in the pic-
ture, but a fictive
space, that we might
say lies between the
canvas and the specta-
tor, in the latter's con-
templation of the

and of new possibilities for the cele-
bration of life. The sculptures display
a further dichotomy in a number of
ways.This is evidenced by a thought-
ful iuxtapositioning of elements and
themes, with undifferentiated,
almost generic descriptions of the
body, including the faces, which
seem androgynous, along with the
simitarity of many of the moulded
components, e.g.hands and shaved
heads (these appear as if they were
survivors from the concentration
camps of the Holocaust). The figures
are adjacent to highly personal yet
sometimes puzzling and illusively
fragmented text. Duality is also
echoed with the recurring use of
clothing fragments plus frail, broken
and implied limbs. These are repeat-
edly contrasted with fully-modelled
intact and whole human forms in an
ever present ambiance of dormancy,
of temporary vs.eternal burial (possi-
bly under forest leaves), of rebirth
and emergence (babies'heads with-
out hair) plus a constant sense of
imminence or impending action.

Drum, with its enormous burden, is

the most metaphorical piece in my
view since it represents an unbear-
able, deadly and crushing weight,

along with the affirmative, hopeful
and regular beating of a heart, com-
ing from an ancient musical instru-
ment, likely the oldest invented by
man. The partial Hebrew narrative
rcads, Locked Garden - Wave. This is

symbolically the culmination. of
coming to terms with the weight of
an incredibly sinister and complex
legacy in a life of anguish, senseless
persecution and predjudice. Drum
represents an entire generation liv-
ing with a horrible history. It is "the
expression of the sculptor's frame of
mind as he grieves and .... expresses
a confident hope in life ...."

The strikingly serene Kamakura
sculptures each have an almost total-
ly symmetrically balanced, grounded
and steady posture, while they evoke
a sense of the sublime, inspiring ven-
eration. These pieces were derived
from an interest in Japanese land-
scaped gardens and Zen Buddhism.
The artist refers to them as "body
landscapes."

At the base of Mary and loseph one
finds an inconguously small form
(presumably the Christ child), one
quarter the scale of the main figures.
Discontinuous limbs, dangling, bro-
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painting. Thus, there is not space in
the picture, but neither is it flat, so

we escape the sterile discussion of
flatness in modern art.

In the early 1970's Molinari turned
to the triangle with its gravitational
pull, to explore the principles he had
noted in the blindfold paintings. He
found that exactly the same triangle
looked and felt different if stood on
its point rather than its base. A
dynamism results from the sense of
inbalance, even in pictures that are

quite symmetrical. In some Paint-
ings where the base of a triangle is
set on a diagonal, we have the rare
occurence of a suggestion of reces-

sion or perspective. Though this cre-
ates an intriguing play of relation-
ships, these pictures are few, perhaps
because a space within a Painting
changes the relation that Molinari
wants with the spectator.

I have dwelled on our physical
response to the paintings, to explain
why they are not examples of geo-
metric abstraction. This becomes
clear in Molinari's drawings from all
the periods of his career, which are a
valuable addition to the show. They
are free abstract drawings, manY
resembling the automatic drawings
of the Surrealists. They look like the
work of a completely different artist,
and they make us see that the Paint-
ings too, resuit from a physical
response and activity, and are not
calculated. Molinari has said touch-
ingly about his drawings, "For me
drawing is very close to poetry, very
close to the skin." This statement
also clarifies the artist's life-long
commitment to abstraction, his
belief that depicting objects would
distract from the viewer's direct
experience of the works.

These are Molinari's paradoxes: the
paintings are intangible abstractions,
yet very physical, and he is a lucid
intellectual who can refrain from
trying to paint ideas. Nevertheless,
as noted above, the paintings do
have a basis in his engagement with
ideas, notably those of Korzybski,
Piaget and Mondrian. He has suc-
cessfully internalized these ideas
into his beliefs about relationships
within the human body and psyche,

Guido Molinari, Asymetrique jaune,1959,acrylic on canvas/ 752.7 X 122 cm,
coll.Museum of Modern Art, New York

Guido Molinari, Veftical horizontol blancs, 1960,
acrylic on canvas, 93.2 X 114.5 cm

Guido Molinari , Diptyque triangulaire, 1970, acrylic on canvas,
Two elements: L:237.5 X 292.6 cmlR:292.2 X 237.2 cm

and his belief that the oppositions
and connections between blocks of
colour can express them.

Since the remarkably original black
and white pictures of 1956, colour
has certainly formed the basis of the
artist's paintings. This is especially
true of the pictures since 197 5
(which Molinari calls his qualifica-
teurs) rn which we can scarcely talk
of forms at all. Two or three almost
identical colours are placed on the
canvas, meeting at a slight angle,
often invisible at first. These can-
vasses return to the dualism of left
and right with the closeness of the
colour seeming to overcome it,
promising a resolution of human
division. Yet the subtle displace-
ments that become more evident
with our gaze, keep us always in
suspense.

Given the fact that colour is the
most subjective of visual elements,
response to Molinari's paintings will
vary, especially in the effect of indi-
vidual pictures, but the intelligent
selection in this show makes it very
clear that Molinari is one of the most
original and one of the most out-
standing Canadian artists since the
Second World War.

Needless to say, paintings like
Molinari's have to be experienced
first-hand and full-size.
Reproductions in books and cata-
logues, although valuable, cannot
adequately convey this experience.
Consequently, I have several major
regrets about this retrospective exhi-
bition: it is not going to travel and it
will not reach the audience it
deserves. Also, the catalogue which
includes a long interview with
Molinari by Marchand, and a very
useful essay by former Art Galiery of
Ontario curator, Roald Nasgaard, has
only a French text. The show has
been extended to October I and I
can only urge a trip to Montreal to
see itl I

AUTHOR:
Gerald Needham is a Professor of Art History at
York University and a member of the
International Association of Art Cdtics.
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Guido Molinari, Sans Titre, 1951,oil on masonite, 59.6 X 44.4 cm
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