THE SEMI-FINALIST IS: PAT BOAS

Untitled
2023, acrylic and flashe on canvas over panel, 24" x 22”

I have been a fan of Pat Boas’ work for over a decade, and its evolution has been a source of both fascination
and inspiration. As a longtime viewer, it’s been interesting to note how the visual grammar in her recent
paintings is related to her earlier conceptual and text based works. In Script 1 (2023), for example, sweeping,
fluid gestures paired with skittering, semi-transparent dry-brush strokes and geometric sharpness hint at
numerals and the alphabet. And it’s not out of the ordinary to find cartoonish profiles or the silhouette of a
bottle tucked into some of her newer compositions, as in SL3 (also from 2023).

It’s in this new work, too, that another side of Boas’s temperament starts to assert itself: overt signs and
cryptic symbols regularly give way to unnameable forms and the allusion to language dissolves into planes of
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color, shape and texture. Even here, however, one can see that she is hanging onto her past aesthetic
temperament as much as she is letting go of it. A piece like Saturday Painting #10 maintains the swooping
cadence of a calligrapher even as the brushstrokes resist giving us a recognizable reference point. | get the
sense that Boas is not so much saying goodbye to what has come before in her decades long career, but is
instead greeting new interests with an open mind to what’s possible.

In several of these charming and fresh “Saturday Paintings,” the directness of Boas’s hard-edged geometry is
supplanted by lush atmospheres that skillfully retain their chromatic intensity. In these small works (often
only 10” x 8”) we see the artist’s penchant for rigorous definition giving way to the joys of unapologetic
ambiguity. It’s as if a singer on stage has graciously and confidently stepped aside so the band can have a go
at improvising without vocals; narration takes a well deserved break while the feeling carried through pure
sound is given an opportunity to move the story forward. Under Boas’s direction, this is never a complete
rejection of the recognizable signs that illustrate, but rather an understanding that it’s often the suggestive
pull of what is unsaid that slips in under our skin and stays with us.

This month I'm happy to share a recent interview with Portland, Oregon based artist Pat Boas.

-David Schell



Saturday Painting #11 (float)
2023, flashe on panel, 10" x 8”

The Semi-Finalist: How did you get started as an artist?

Pat Boas: | had one of those hero art teachers in high school who opened a lot of things up for me. As a

child of the ‘60s, though, there was no straight path. | graduated from high school a year early and was
making my way through my first year at Kent State University, but that came to an abrupt end when, during a
protest against the US invasion of Cambodia, the Ohio National Guard shot and killed 4 students and
wounded 9 others. Though | didn’t see the shooting, | was on campus that day and it shook my world.
Naturally, the school shut down and | went to visit a friend in New York City for a two-week trip that stretched
to a year. Coming from a small town in northeastern Ohio, it was pretty intoxicating. | took classes at the Art
Students’ League, worked at various jobs,and explored.



When | went back to Ohio, | made a serious attempt at finishing up my BFA. I'd say that Don Harvey, an artist
who taught modern and contemporary art history at Akron University, filled the mentor role. Don organized
frequent student trips to New York to look at shows and meet some of the working artists he knew. A handful
of us rented a huge space for studios in a former dance school over a dive bar in downtown Akron (my rent
for the year was $130). There was a lot of good energy, good music, and a sense of community. Despite that, or
maybe because of it, earning an art degree became to seem less educationally important than being out in
the world. | had an invitation to join friends who were living in rural New Mexico, so | left for the west and
lived for about a year in a small, reclaimed adobe house east of the Sangre de Cristo mountains. For the next
couple of decades, | traveled and lived for spells in Berkeley, Paris, more NYC, Boulder, Los Angeles, San
Francisco, and Amsterdam. Many of the people | met and things | got involved in made an impact. In Paris, |
stayed for some months at the storied Shakespeare & Company bookstore when George Whitman (who
claimed to be a descendant of Walt) was still there. In Boulder | sat in on classes at Naropa’s Jack Kerouac
School of Disembodied Poetics and did chapbook covers and broadsides for a small press. | worked at the
Social Public Art Resource Center in LA, first as a studio assistant to an older Communist artist from Odesa,
and later led one of the teams that worked on Judith F. Baca’s “Great Wall of LA a quarter-mile mural
depicting the ethnic history of Southern California. | co-hosted “Poetry Readings in the Old Venice Jail” and
worked with Political Art Documentation/Distribution (LA PAD/D). Then motherhood and family life took over.



Above: Script 1
2023, acrylic and flashe on canvas over panel, 30" x 24"

Below: SL2
2023, flashe on canvas over panel, 24" x 22”

S-F: | found so many of the things that we talked about in your studio to be relevant to your work, and |

wanted to dig a little deeper into them here. Let's start off with your “Saturday Paintings” and how they fit into
your overall approach to painting.

PB: These are small panels | keep hanging around alongside larger work. | call them “Saturday Paintings”

because Saturday mornings in my studios are usually times when | feel very focused. There’s no one else in
the building, no trucks idling in the parking lot and somehow | seem to know what to do to with one or
another of these little paintings that | keep brewing off to the side. Some finish quickly while others may go
through multiple stages and redirections. | guess they serve as rehearsals, but their main importance is the
way they help me think about what it means to resolve something. That keeps changing. It's something that
I'm always looking to change.



| exhibited a few in a solo show at Elizabeth Leach Gallery this past fall and many more in a two-person
exhibition with Michelle Ross last November at Ditch Projects in Springfield, Oregon. To show them at Ditch,
which is a very large, beautiful white space, | had to bring them from the periphery to the center. And this
meant | had to quickly finish (or declare finished) some that had been only lightly touched. | have some
uncertainty about that but the shift has made a difference in the way I've been working since.

Above: Saturday Painting #4 (flame)
2023, flashe and milk paint on panel, 13" x 9"

Below: Saturday paintings (and other things) on the studio wall.
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S-F: How do you cope with “the treachery of titles?”

PB: | used to think it was ungenerous for an artist to not take the opportunity to position a work with words.

Earlier, my titles tended to be descriptive or referenced a source, sometimes with an element of word play.
Now | try to think about what each piece needs and don't see a reason to be consistent. | like the idea of
placing language alongside an image, like an echo, or finding something that anchors it. | collect words or
phrases and look for a good match, but sometimes it takes a while to know what a painting has become. A
title that earlier made sense may not stick once the painting is done. In some cases, any language can seem
too heavy or limiting. | sometimes envy painters who simply number works sequentially because that tends to
make me focus on what is in front of me, on what I'm really seeing.



Hat Trick
2022, acrylic and flashe on canvas over panel, 30" x 24”

S-F: when I was in your studio, you described the experience of a painting "looking back." Can you talk about
that?

PB: This thought took hold during a discussion in my painters’ group about one of Amy Bay’s gorgeous

paintings. | think of it as a particular place in a work where formal and material forces draw together and
create a node, a sense of presence, some kind of “aliveness”. Maybe it’s related to Roland Barthes’ idea of the
punctum in photography: literally a sharp point or tip, something that pierces. We all know it’s just inert
material on a surface, but nonetheless | look for some point of tension, something that draws to it my own
subjective looking and, crazy as it sounds, seems to return the gaze.



Good Listener
2021, acrylic and flashe on linen over panel,19 1/2"x 15 1/2"
(installed on Bliksem, artist-designed wallpaper at Oregon Contemporary,
February - March, 2022)

S-F: Pat, your work over the last couple of decades has slowly inched away from overtly referencing its own

conceptual foundations. Your current work - more than any other part of your career that I'm familiar with -
appears to be painting that is about painting. Do you agree with that assessment? If so, can you talk about
what is driving this transformation and where you see it going?

PB: 0On the whole | think this is true but it does give me pause to think | am making paintings about
painting, for that’s exactly the kind of thinking that drove me away from painting in the first place! Like many
who had a 70s (or 80s) art education, my introduction to painting was that it was an indulgent and retrograde
enterprise where ideas were not welcome. Harsh, right? (Amy Sillman has written about this in some of her
essays.)



For many years, | was all about concept, scuttling back and forth between drawing projects and printmaking -
the latter for its distancing quality and relationship to commercial media. It was important to me to start with
material that existed widely in the everyday and devise operations that would uncover something that was
already there. | concentrated on visual constructions of reading and writing because | regarded text and the
activities that generated and deciphered it as an incredibly mysterious brain technology — quite miraculous,
actually. This is still important to me and always hovers somewhere around my work.

...we, we, waves (LG)
2014, gouache on paper, 22" x 15"



Continued...

Eventually | became frustrated with the limitations | was setting for myself and was drawn back to painting. |
first made small, very detailed renditions of ordinary people who appeared on the front pages of the New York
Times and then began using handwriting-as-image in larger works. Handwriting gave me a roadmap with a
loose set of rules and unpredictable destinations. It was a kind of halfway-house that allowed me to confront
my love-hate relationship with subjective form and the gestural mark. It took some time but eventually the
space of the page in my earlier work became a field with figure-to-ground and object-to-frame relationships.

Above: Untitled (purple-eye)
2019, acrylic and flashe on linen over panel, 19 1/2" x 14"

Below: Saturday Painting #5
2023, flashe and milk paint on panel, 13" x 9"



Continued...

For the past several years I've been working to find ways to step off the well-defined tracks | have to lay to
keep myself moving without drowning in chaos. | do a lot of generative drawing, automatic drawing, trying
not to “make a picture” but rather allow what filters in from years of attending to different visual vocabularies
to come through. | look for ways to navigate the tension between structure and impulse and find myself
asking “what kind of a thing is this?” It's a question | don’t expect an answer to because it all lies beyond the
threshold of language.

This does leave me without an easy way of talking about current work, for there is no longer a “something”
that it’s about. Unless it’s about painting, as you suggest. | now feel that in itself is a tremendous charge, that
painting is temporal and rich and deep. | recently came across a statement by the Belgian painter lIlse
D’Hollander, who left a tremendous body of work during her short life (she died at the age of 29). D’Hollander
wrote: “A painting comes into being when ideas and the act of painting coincide. When referring to ideas, it



implies that as a painter,| am not facing my canvas as a neutral being but as an acting being who is investing
into the act of painting” | like this. It makes sense to me.

Above: Saturday Painting #10 (amber)
2023, flashe on panel, 10" x 8"

Below: Saturday Painting #8 (red T.N.)
2023, flashe on panel, 10" x 8”



S-F: The surfaces in your recent work have become so richly varied, not just with color, but with texture and

density as well. Talk about that.

PB: Ive always been interested in the tactility of vision, so the surface quality of a painting is important. At

some point - it may have been when | took another look at the Pattern and Decoration work of the 70s - a
long-dormant part of my visual DNA was activated, reaching back to the Polish immigrant side of my family
whose tastes in decorating ran toward weirdly clashing colors, patterns, and tacky textures. | realized that
most of my childhood memories involve interiors that were not at all aligned with American or western
European ideas of visual harmony. Maybe that attuned me to the visual force of putting together things that
do not belong. Nabokov (Russian, right?) wrote: “| like to fold my magic carpet, after use, in such a way as to
superimpose one part of the pattern upon another. Let visitors trip”

I also think a lot about how sight and sound are connected. When | began painting letterforms, for instance, |
thought a line bent to form a shape that might be recognized as a letter might also carry with it a sense of



that letter’s sound or produce in the viewer the impulse to verbalize. Maybe it has more to do with rhythm
and intervals, the patterning and textures of text, the spaces between and the act of visually deciphering.
Contrast and color have a big job there. And much of it comes from figuring out how to negotiate shape, and
especially, edge - the way the body senses and the brain responds.

Above: Installation view at Ditch Projects (November, 2023)

Below: Blue Grid
2023, acrylic and flashe on canvas over panel, 23 1/2"x 17 1/2"



S-F: | love the title of your current show at Elizabeth Leach Gallery - Idiom. Can you talk about where that

comes from and how it relates to your recent work?

PB: The work I had been making for the show kept splitting off in different directions and | wanted to follow

each one, not curtail anything just to make it fit,to make a show. Lately, as must be apparent by now, I've been
working to see what happens rather than directing it. | don’t have an interest in making it all cohere. Or
maybe it’s more accurate to say | want to see if | can make it cohere on its own.

When it was nearing time to deliver the work to the gallery, some of the paintings seemed to have organized
themselves into pairs that each shared a loose sense of genre (still-life-ish, landscapes, grid-based “scripts”)
but there was no overarching theme. Idiom, which means a phrase whose meaning cannot be understood
from the dictionary definitions of its component words, seemed to fit the situation. There’s an idea there
about ‘compositionality” that | like, where one should be able to understand the whole if one understands the



meanings of each of the parts. But with idioms, it doesn’t add up. They make a new meaning only through
time and use.

SL3
2023, flashe on canvas over panel, 24" x 22"

S-F: Who are you looking at (living or dead)?

PB: | just got back from a trip to the Netherlands where | saw many early Mondrian paintings at the

Kunstmuseum den Haag, and there also was a beautiful and comprehensive exhibition that traced his
development alongside his contemporary, Hilma af Klint. Earlier this year | saw Rebecca Morris at the MCA in
Chicago. It feels so good to look at work in person again. | recently got my hands on the new big book on
Miyoko Ito. And I'm always looking at Prunella Clough and Thomas Nozkowski for the way they made
compositions that cannot not be taken apart. Historically, Arthur Dove, Marsden Hartley, Matisse, '80s de
Kooning, Shirley Jaffe, Raoul de Keyser, Kimber Smith. | cycle through a long list of contemporary (mostly
women) painters such as Victoria Morton, Patricia Treib, Jana Schroder, Marley Freeman, Elizabeth MaclIntosh,
Julia Dault, Jonathan Lasker, Tomory Dodge. And lately I've been looking at Sherman Sam, Ilse D’Hollander,
Varda Caivano and Cora Cohen.



Above and below: on the studio walls.

S-F: What's next for you?



PB: After my two fall exhibitions in 2023, it feels good to be working without a looming deadline. I'm
represented by Elizabeth Leach Gallery in Portland, Oregon, and will likely do another solo there in 2025. |
enjoyed working with Ditch Projects and would like to build more connections with artist-run spaces: it’s
useful to see work in different contexts and I like working collaboratively with other artists.



Art Review: Pat Boas at Oregon Contemporary

Pat Boas' abstract wallpaper and painting installation for the "Hallie
Ford Fellows in the Visual Arts 2017-2019" exhibition at Oregon
Contemporary captures Patrick Collier's attention.

FEBRUARY 25, 2022
PATRICK COLLIER
NEWS, VISUAL ART

I can’t remember which social media platform I was on when I first saw Pat Boas’ installation of
wallpaper and paintings. The work is at Oregon Contemporary as part of the exhibition “Hallie
Ford Fellows in the Visual Arts 2017 -2019.” Still, the moment I saw the abstractly patterned
wallpaper paired with the two small abstract paintings on my screen, I knew that I wanted to
write about her contribution.

That said, I did hesitate.

First of all, group shows are notoriously difficult to write about because there is the implicit
command to write about a prescribed overarching theme. Additionally, length constraints
imposed by a publisher may necessitate that assessments of works by individual artists remain
rather perfunctory, therefore reflecting poorly on both artist and writer. There is also the
potential problem of writing about one particular artist’s work to the exclusion of the others in a
group exhibit. Should the writer decide to focus on a number of artists less than the total of
those in the exhibit, there might be a perceived slight. (As I have previously written about
several artists in the exhibit, rest assured, no slight is intended. It is merely that I was smitten by
Boas’ installation.)

Pat Boas, installation view of wallpaper, Bliksem (2021), with paintings Sentinel
(Window) (left) and Good Listener (right). Photo courtesy of Mario Gallucci
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Secondly, writing about abstract art can be intimidating, perhaps because references drawn
from the work are fairly abstract in themselves. Descriptives arise out of oblique formal
concerns or color theory, which can make for fairly pedantic reading, which can suck the life out
of the piece of art. Yet, just as problematic is an attempt to describe a strong emotional response
from said writer about the art. The former approach seems to be objective in the extreme, and
the latter seems too subjective. Nevermind that abstract art often eludes meaning (as in a literal
understanding).

Of course, these difficulties have not prevented writers from trying to relay their impressions,
nor prevented viewers from appreciating such art. After all, abstraction has been around for over
a century now. We should feel somewhat comfortable with it. Even so, it’s nice when the artist
herself gives us a work that is a joy to contemplate.

Pat Boas’ installation covers a wall that is 11’ high and 20’ wide, and consists of wallpaper

titled Bliksem (the Dutch word for lightning) that covers the entire wall, plus two 20” x 16”
paintings that are spaced 92” apart. Standing well-back from the wall, the prominent color of the
wallpaper seems to be a purple, or maybe a violet. Upon closer examination, there are also
significant amounts of aquamarine and light green. Pink and yellow lines serve to outline much
of the larger color blocking.

I am thrown back to my grandparents’ house where I took pleasure in appreciating the
symmetry and mirroring of repeated patterning in their 1950s fiberglass curtains. The effect
here is similar, except Boas’ wall vibrates, and like high voltage, crackles and hums. It crawls,
slithers, and hypnotizes. That dynamism helps one enter into the “logic,” or rather strategy, of
the overall installation, so much so that I do not think of the wallpaper and paintings as separate
from each other, but instead as parts of a cooperative whole.

While focusing on the wallpaper, purple or violet seems to dominate. Yet, in shifting focus to
either (or both) of the paintings, purple recedes in favor of yellow. This “color bounce” certainly
adds to the interest, for depending on how one focuses, the paintings either stand apart from or
sink into the wall. Set like eyes on the face of the wall, they break up that busy plane, yet also
have the potential to get lost within its patterning. The paintings are like the controls for a giant
oscilloscope of some kind, yet instead of turning what would be the rectangular knobs to activate
the patterns, all one needs to do is shift one’s gaze from focusing on the paintings to taking in
the whole wall, and then back to the paintings.



Pat Boas, Sentinel (Window) (2021). Acrylic and Flashe on
linen over panel. Photo by Mario Gallucci.

One assumes that the painting on the left, Sentinel (Window), gets the parenthetical part of its
title from the rectangular frame that sits within the outer edges of the painting. Yet, the frame
appears to sit upon the paint underneath, less a frame and more a painted border atop the rest
of the painting. The run of humps on its outside edge call to mind the frame one would find
around an older mirror, an impression perhaps aided by the yellow wavy lines that begins to
suggest the outline of a head with a pinkish forehead down to a chalky-white neck. Is this the
Sentinel? I ask because in the middle of this portrait one finds a vanishing point, thereby
suggesting a landscape as well. Maybe a clue can be found in the harlequin patterning, which
makes me wonder if Boas, like a jester, is having a bit of fun with the viewer. Also of note is the
tension between the solid colors and the back painting, which is then ameliorated with watery
yellows and darker greens. The gray, somewhat horizontal lines just below the midpoint provide
a certain stability, like trusses against an implosion.

The other painting, Good Listener, is to my mind hilarious, as it seems more to represent just
the opposite, meaning that the varied and busy portions of the painting give the impression of
someone with a lot on their mind who might indeed require someone with a ready ear. The
yellow, black, and tan gridded graph runs amok alongside the tumble of boulder-like shapes.
Again, the harlequin pattern may suggest a jest is again at play here, or even the perception of a
Shakespearean fool where the reality is quite the contrary. Curiously, however, rather than
resting upon the harlequin pattern as a sort of commentary on the other elements, for respite,
my eye retreats to the small green bar in the upper right corner.



Pat Boas, Good Listener (2021). Acrylic and Flashe on
linen over panel. Photo by Mario Gallucci.

When I am ready, I step back a bit and let the whole piece do its thing again, which, when I come
to think of it, has been my relationship with Pat Boas’ work from when we first crossed paths
some ten or twelve years back. There are interesting concepts behind her art, along with an
execution that rewards time spent with her work, which may be why she is increasingly getting
the attention she deserves.

KR*

Note: The exhibit at Oregon Contemporary is the second iteration of this group show of these
particular Hallie Ford fellows. The first exhibition was at the University of Oregon’s Jordan
Schnitzer Museum of Art in Eugene, Oregon. Both were curated by Los Angeles curator and
author, Jenelle Porter (who, curiously enough, was also a jurist for the Hallie Ford Family
Foundation’s 2020 award cycle). For the Schnitzer exhibit, Boas presented altogether different
work (as did a number of the other artists), which did not involve wallpaper. However, this is
the second time Boas has exhibited wallpaper as part of her installation, the first being in 2021
for Deeds Not Words at Sun Valley Museum of Art, Ketchum, ID.

Oregon Center for Contemporary Art is located at 8371 North Interstate Avenue and is open
Friday, Saturday, and Sunday from Noon-5 pm. The exhibition “Hallie Ford Fellows in the
Visual Arts 2017-2019” is open through March 20th.


https://www.oregoncontemporary.org/contact

Pictura/Poesis/Pictura

by Sue Taylor

IN 2012, PAT BoAs was honored with the
Ford Family Foundation’s Golden Spot Award,
which includes a residency at the Crow’s
Shadow Institute of the Arts on the Umatilla
Reservation in eastern Oregon. There she had
the opportunity to collaborate with master
printer Frank Janzen, producing the three
lithographs chosen for this exhibition of
works on paper at the Arlington Club. Boas
refers to these Crow’s Shadow prints as the
“Unalphabetic” series (see cover). Though
colorful and boldly gestural, they maintain

a certain reticence, yielding their secrets

only to proactive viewers who mentally trace
out superimposed letters to discover the
works’ respective subtitles: “unabashed,”

» «

“unbeholden,” “uncrushable.” It is an effective
strategy for inviting and rewarding sustained
viewer engagement: one looks, deciphers,
reads, and finally ponders the possible mean-
ing of the untangled messages. The words,

all adjectives, have in common the negative

Yellow Triangle . .. with Three Thicknesses (RT Page 39),
2013, cat. no. 7, detail (photo: T. Harrison)

prefix “un,” yet they describe positive qualities.
One can imagine the series continuing—
“undeterred,” “unembarrassed,” “unfazed”—to
suggest a steadfast character empowered

and autonomous. What begins as an abstract
linguistic exercise yields a set of personal
aspirations for courageous living.

The subsequent series of sumi ink draw-
ings (above) evacuates color and incorporates
whole phrases rather than single words.
Letterforms pile up densely, bordering on
the illegible. The art of calligraphy, where
drawing or painting produces a text, is a point
of reference here: meditating on the act of
making meaningful marks on paper, Boas
asks when calligraphy’s inverse might occur,
when writing might produce a painting.
Indeed, one of these works spells out “in
memory of writing,” suggesting the balance
has tipped, and the reader becomes a viewer—
of an abstract painting. If Horace once urged
poets to take painting as a model, proclaiming

“ut pictura poesis” (as painting is, so poetry
should be), Boas upsets the terms of his
age-old analogy. Rather than richly imagistic
poetry, we have pictures infused with text. The
text that underpins each work and also serves
as its title, including In Memory of Writing, is
borrowed from the title of another work of
art—by Richard Tuttle, known for his subtle
and poetic abstract paintings.

In Boas’s “Abstraction Machine,” the letters
of aword become pictures, and the viewer is
challenged to crack the code. One example
from the series, the six-part Abstraction
Machine (poison), is on view here (back cover).
With the six little paintings on paper arranged
laterally on the wall, we “read” them from left
to right as we would scan text on a page. To
generate the apparently unrelated subjects of
these pictures, the artist devised an ingenious
system. She began by typing “poison” in the
font called “webdings,” which codes each letter
as a graphic symbol: police car, boat, infor-
mation icon (a lower case “1” inside a circle),
question mark, another boat, and a solid circle
(see figure 1). Boas then searched the Web
for the names of those symbols to yield a set
of digital images taken from the real world.

So for instance, the webding for the second
letter in “poison,” “0,” is a boat. A Web search
for “boat” brings up photographic images of,
among other things such as a sauceboat and a
DVD of Das Boot, an actual yacht at sea. Finally,
Boas chose from the images on the Web six
motifs to translate into paintings. The process
zigzags from word (“poison”) to images
(webdings), to words (search terms), and back
into images again.

At stake here is the interplay between the
textual and the pictorial, to be sure, but also
between the digital image and the handmade
painting. The logic of the webding code is
cerebral; the paintings are sensuous. From
the endless, photographically reproduced and
mediated glut of the Internet, Boas enlists
images for the unalienated, artisanal labor of
representational painting. She does this, not
in a spirit of nostalgia, but critically, from a
position of resistance to the inexorable, poten-
tially totalizing force of digital technology.
Manipulating computer software and search
engines in her encryption process, she gives
painting the last word.
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Figure 1. Webdings spelling the word “poison.”

CHECKLIST OF THE EXHIBITION

1 Abstraction Machine (poison), 2010-13
Gouache on paper
Six sheets, each 12 x 9 in.

2 Unalphabetic #1 (Unabashed), 2012
Color lithograph on paper
30 x 22 %2 in.
Edition of 12, a.p. 1/2
Published by Crow's Shadow Press,
Pendleton, Ore.
Printed by Frank Janzen

3 Unalphabetic #2 (Unbeholden), 2012
Color lithograph on paper
30 x 22 %2 in.
Edition of 12, a.p. 1/2
Published by Crow's Shadow Press,
Pendleton, Ore.
Printed by Frank Janzen

4 Unalphabetic #3 (Uncrushable), 2012
Color lithograph on paper
30 x 22 %2 in.
Edition of 12, a.p. 1/2
Published by Crow's Shadow Press,
Pendleton, Ore.
Printed by Frank Janzen

5 In Memory of Writing (RT Page 231), 2013
Sumi ink on paper
14 x 11in.

6 Two With Any To (RT Page 59), 2013
Sumi ink on paper
14 x 11in.

7 Yellow Triangle . .. with Three Thicknesses
(RT Page 39), 2013
Sumi ink on paper
Two sheets, each 14 x 11 in.

All works lent by the artist, courtesy of the
School of Art and Design, Portland State
University. Prices by request, contact
artdept@pdx.edu.



811 SW SALMON STREET
30 JANUARY-19 JUNE 2015

THE ARLINGTON CLUB
PORTLAND, OREGON

Abstraction Machine (poison),
2010-13, cat. no. 1, detail, one of six (photo: T. Harrison)

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The artist thanks Ethan Seltzer, Interim Director of the School of Art and Design,
and Wm. Robert Bucker, Dean of the College of the Arts, for their support of this
exhibition; Sue Taylor, Professor of Art History, for her thoughtful essay; Mary
McVein and Travis Nikolai for their assistance with the installation; and April
Ramirez, Arlington Clubhouse Manager, for facilitating all aspects of this project.

Encryption Machine

Pat Boas
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by Sue Taylor

An elegiac mood pervaded this exhibition of works in various mediums by
Portland artist Pat Boas, a former critic for Artweek, Art Papers and artUS.
Several of the serial projects use the New York Times as a source. Given the
current twilight of newspapers, the artist’s meditations on the publication’s
archive as communal memory stir feelings of nostalgic regret. For “Alphabet
(NYT 01/01/01),” 2001-02, she created 26 transfer drawings from page one of
the Jan. 1, 2001, issue of the Times, one for every letter from A to Z. Using
solvent, she lifted individual letters onto silk tissue—all the A’s on the page to
the first drawing, all the B’s to the second and so on—producing
indecipherable echoes of a single day’s major stories. For the dozen ink
drawings that make up “All the Heads on the Front Pages of the New York
Times, 2001” (2001-02), Boas used each sheet, over and over, to trace
contours of a whole month’s worth of people pictured in the news. The
resulting palimpsests document an entire year and render everyone, from
world leaders to hapless victims, uniformly anonymous and spectral. Slightly
crinkled from repeated applications of ink, these delicate works suggest the
fragility of knowledge, as current events demand our attention then fade into

inexact memories.

Selecting images of ordinary folk from the news, Boas created the series
“NYT Little People” (2008-09) to honor the subjects of human-interest SIQHEE. ><
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She portrayed these figures lovingly in gouache; they float, out of context, in
each of the eight drawings in the same positions they occupied on the front
page: troops in combat gear, a golfer in mid-swing, two women in burkas.
Another project, “A3” (2008-09), consists of 20 digital prints scanned from
page A3 of as many issues of the 7imes. Here Boas highlights the regular
juxtaposition of diamond jewelry ads and photos of war, poverty and other
disasters. Isolated and decontextualized, the pairs of dramatically contrasting
images become ironic statements about the injustices inherent in global

capitalism.

Turning to the physical environment, Boas posits a forest of signs, and wills
herself their receptive recorder. In the beautiful video What Our Homes Can
Tell Us (2007-09), she offers a different kind of news: haunting messages
formed by single words serendipitously encountered. Using product labels,
book spines, prescription bottles and home appliances, Boas photographs

99 ¢

ordinary words like “complete,” “time” and “free,” presenting them
individually, one after another, as found poetry. The still images, appearing

slowly in sequence, produce remarkable readings as the patient viewer

mentally assembles the captured words into phrases: “Your / finest / moments /

before / you / precious / normal / new.” André Breton would have called this
an example of objective chance, in which an individual happens upon a
communication from the external world informing him of his own (as yet
unconscious) desire. Boas’s exhibition—aptly titled “Record/Record,” noun
and verb—revealed not only a visual artist avidly reading the paper of record,
but an inspired poet presenting herself as amanuensis of a quotidian reality

replete with hidden meaning.

Photo: Pat Boas: Chance Watches Over You Safe Until Tomorrrow's Past,
2009, from the series “What Our Homes Can Tell Us, ” digital inkjet print, 10
by 25 inches, at The Art Gym.

12/17/15, 1:50 PM









Stephanie Snyder

“Words die as they bring forth thought” -Lev Vygotsky
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Pat Boas investigates official and unofficial sites of record and forms of information, expanding and
contracting the legibility, velocity, and shape of images and texts. At times, Boas transforms pre-existing
information systems — newspapers, for instance — into enigmatic serial works. Boas also creates
original texts through the careful documentation of her surroundings, utilizing whatever materials seem
most suited to the task (graphite, paint, and, more recently, digital technology) to carefully abserve,
interpret, and construct a poetics of everyday, though tightly edited, language and linguistic forms, Boas'
exploration of language, whether conducted alongside images or in a more purely typographical fashion,
captures and extends the viewer's mental image and memory of reading and writing (and printing) as an
expanded time space — a space requiring considerable atiention to absorb, a place of stories grand and
mundane, simultaneously forgotten but potentially rediscovered in the act of rereading and remaking —
language spaces so common that they disappear in plain sight and become newly unfamiliar in Boas'
expansive installations. When the artist meticulously dismembers and expands the front page of one
issue of The New York Times into tweniy-six individual drawings, that same newspaper, its coherence

dispersed, becomes titrated and distilled like a rare intoxicant or an ancient manuscript.

The origin of the word “record” lies in the concept of remembrance. Boas raises the question of wnatner

one must rerecord experience in order to grasp and retain its meaning and symbolic o2

Boas' work the relationship between public and private experience (and space) looms 2722 ==

does one understand and mine the potential of the record to re-establish the bourczrv — 72 =722 ¢

edge-space — of subjectivity, where poetry resists instrumentality? Space becomes

constrained and organized. Space expands, place collapses. Boas is obses

the orderly and indescribable spaces that emerge through the organization of cuiturz ~7o7—=

Boas’ hands, remembrance becomes an obscuring but universalizing transforms

penetrating The New York Times or exploring the language patterns of domestic and cvic spz2z=s

Boas channels place like a medium, filtering and synthesizing signa

and transeribing the wisdom of the divine spirit.
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In the drawing series, All the Heads on the Front Pages of the New York Times, 2007, Boas traced
the outline of every human head appearing on the front page of The New York Times from January
through December. Boas completed this exercise using brush and ink each day in one-month
increments: one delicate silken page, returned to daily for one month, one page per month, collecting
the outlines of the living and the dead, the powerful and the impotent. Each month Boas began a new
drawing and conducted the project, serially, for one year, completing twelve drawings. As viewers, we
cannot easily place or contextualize the empty-faced bodies whose subtle contours and idiosyncratic
layering suggest the unfolding of organic, abstracted human forms — like a field of poppies sprouting
in an ephemeral eternity of whiteness, or a populous collective drifting within a reassuring yet tenuous
emptiness of anonymity. Suddenly, reading All the Heads on the Front Pages of the New York Times,
we realize that we are certainly studying the bodies of the dead. Boas reminds the viewer that the

record of death is an assembly of outlines and letterforms — of ghosts.

The tracings of photographs that comprise All the Heads on the Front Pages of the New York Times
recalls Roland Barthes' elucidation of meaning in his 1980 book Camera Lucida.’ In this seminal
work Barthes describes two primary, contrasting, and productively antagonistic types of significance
within the photographic image: the studium and the punctum. The studium denotes the cultural,
linguistic, and political agency of the photograph; in contrast the punctum denotes the wounding,
personally touching detail with which the photograph establishes a direct relationship with the

object or person within it. Boas' examination of the text/image field of The New York Times shapes
and shifts the studium toward the material and emotional realm of the punctum. Boas abstracts

the “objective” information on the front of the Times, revealing the shape of desire and transcribing
an animistic consciousness that embraces the salience of each life, each story, and each set of

circumstances while suspending life in the viewer's field of vision.

Alphabet (NYT 01/01/01), created from 2001 through 2002, began innocently enough at a breakfast
table bathed in morning light. Boas was inspired to investigate the front page of the Times on January
1, 2001, the inception of the millennial year, and a seductively binary date — 010101 — time-encoded
and time-enclosed in a perfect numerical sequence, an ideal conceptual framework for dismembering
the space of the front page according to its own internal logic, while embracing it in the realm of the
punctum, In Alphabet (NYT 01/01/01) Boas set about systematically creating twenty-six separate
silk tissue “drawings" recording each letter of the English alphabet in situ, Boas created Alphabet by
photocopying the Times' front page, and then, using solvents, transferring the powdery black printing
toner onto silk tissue, separating and rubbing each letter onto the soft receptive silk. The twenty-six
resultant drawings are installed unframed and hung in the configuration of a calendar, suggesting the
slow reassembly of content through the act of reading. The work suggests an expanded palimpsest
that has been laboriously deconstructed according to its unique, internal logic. Typographic hierarchies,
from masthead to caption, rise and fall as we scan the sometimes fuzzy and pocked edges and
contours of the letterforms. Time appears slowed and somewhat distended through Boas' extension

of one day's news through months and months of labor and consideration. This is a work of poetic,

phenomenological resonance. The viewer feels Boas' hand and body coursing through the work like



an electrical current. Alphabet hums with a psychological intensity resulting from the letterforms’
repetitive and somewhat eccentric patterning. The idiosyncratic gestures and incidental marks
that surround each hand-transferred letter solicit private, poetic reverie. The viewer is encouraged
to read afresh, to become a decoder, a rereader, and a reconstructive poet seduced by the work's

careful order.

In a series of highly detailed, nearly photo-realistic gouache paintings entitled NYT Little People
(2008-09), Boas continues to explore hierarchies of information and meaning directly related to
the representation of the human figure in the context of the newspaper. In Little People, Boas
focused on images of ordinary individuals that she noticed appearing with greater regularity on

the front page of the Times. Boas reproduced images of people in their original size and location,
removing everything else on the page. Isolating these lush yet ordinary narrative moments within a
stark white space, Boas raises questions about what is and isn't present on the original page,
drawing our attention to the importance of the absence of language as a contextualizing force and
a marker of time. In NYT Little People, dates and headlines have been shifted to the space of the
exhibition label, clearing the artwork itself from the burden of textual description. For instance, one
title reads: Uune 17, 2008, BOOMING, CHINA FAULTS U.S. POLICY ON THE ECONOMY. Boas'
titles (copied exactly from the newspaper) locate us in a time and place that is constantly shifting in
relevance and familiarity. Little People focuses the viewer's attention on aesthetic information in the
form of imagery, as opposed to the textual captions and stories that the reader usually relies upon
for knowledge and contextualization. Here the viewer must study the painted human form as a

primary source of identification.

Other artists who have used media publications, and specifically newspapers, to memorialize and
critique culture, such as Andy Warhol and Nancy Spero, have also selectively reproduced and
deconstructed its visual "voice. Warhol, for instance, created diverse photographic silk-screen prints
based on advertising imagery, exploring the ephemera of spectacular events and people. Robert
Rauschenberg also incorporated newspaper clippings in his combines and prints to ground them in
the world of significant current events, where they act as distilled cultural chronicles. Typically, artists
exploring such media retain and manipulate the image-text relationship in collage-based forms. Boas,
in contrast, consistently separates image and text in her media-related work, prying apart the graphic
terms of its construction fo poetic ends, working serially over long periods of time, stretching the
temporal and physical dimensions of the word-image relationship, and pushing the limits of formal
legibility and meaning. Boas' approach differs radically from that of most modern and contemporary
artists, who rip, tear, cut, glue, and cast newspapers in innumerable forms of bricolage.

In contrast to work that incorporates popular media as a form of abject materiality, it is much more
relevant and satisfying to consider Boas' careful formal explorations in relationship to artists such

as Agnes Martin and Howardena Pindell (specifically Pindell's meditative geometric work from

the 1970s). Both artists methodically explored the formal properties of the artwork as an abstract
linguistic space to be distilled for the purposes of observation and revelation. Like Martin and Pindell,
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Boas investigates the properties of geometric abstraction as a collection of related parts that elicit
striking self-contained systems of representation, systems that catalyze awareness through rigorous
and handmade order. Although they are not constructed using text-based forms, the shimmering
geometry of Agnes Martin's paintings reminds the viewer of the orderly yet quivering letters in
Alphabet or the carefully traced heads in All the Heads on the Front Pages of The New York Times.
In Boas' wark, newspapers and other ubiquitous language forms become the properties of a poetic
code. Encountering and reading Boas' reconfigured images or texts, the viewer is seized by the
impression that they are transmitting esoteric information from a place that is both within the world
of the page and far away from the page itself. Hence, sometimes the world-space in Boas' work feels
highly cryptic, recalling Martin's work in particular, or a work of poetry, such as that of the Symbolist
poet Arthur Rimbaud, who coded poetic language within a synaesthetic universe, as in his poem
Voyelles (Vowels), bringing forms of sensual perception into the space of the page and literally

describing the letters of the alphabet according to color systems.

Canadian poet Lisa Robertson writes that poetry is experienced most acutely through resistance

and dispersal. She writes, 'l hold that for me at least poetry is an unquantifiable practice. lts topos,

its place of agency, is invisible, and necessarily so.” Robertson goes on to posit that the closest
correlative to this unguantifiable space is the space of friendship, a space inhabited by communal
pain, pleasure, and misunderstanding, a space that records but evaporates under the pressure of
overdefinition. Boas also addresses language as fopos, as a place of meeting that hovers somewhere
between the page and the reader. Robertson's reference to *friendship” may oe interpreted as a space
of trust and kinship. By embracing current events within her highly poetic and formal aesthelics, Boas
turns our attention to the notion of community and social awareness. Boas asks the viewer to consider
whether poetry and art have the capacity to create a symbolic topos where forms of communal and
unquantifiable companionship and understanding are possible. Alphabet and All the Heads on the
Front Pages of the New York Times, 2001, reauthor places of public record toward the qualities of
space that Robertson describes as “unquantifiable” We see in Boas’ work a circumscription of mental
activity, but what we see is an edge-space of understanding, a diary of aesthetic priarities, a chronicle
of a resistance to the velocity of place, and a critique of the relationship between human experience

and different forms of economy.

Boas' acts of cultural subterfuge have occurred in other forms of visual exploration. In the series
A3, Boas worked specifically with page A3 of the Times. Before the paper was reorganized, the
international news brief was placed on page A3, and Boas noticed that it was consistently sited

in close proximity to Tiffany jewelry advertisements bearing a striking formal relationship with
characteristics of the international news images. A survey of Boas' A3 pages is compleiely arresting
and disturbing in its illustration of First World excess and complacency. In each of Boas’ A3 pairings,
we are canfronted with the uneasy marriage of radically different agendas, cultures, and capital: A
poor boy in a derelict dwelling is set next to an advertisement for exiravagant diamonds; another
young boy lays his head in grief on the wall of a building adjacent to an advertisement for necklaces

that mimic the boy's angular gestures. The image pairings are virtually impossible to rationalize or



“

describe. How was this visual critique created? From the collective consciousness of our shared

trauma? Or by a subversive art director or designer at the Times?

In What Our Homes Can Tell Us, the most recent body of work in the exhibition, Boas turns her
attention to the abundance of words and hidden messages lurking in the artist's domestic space
and in other locations Boas considers "homelands” for a variety of personal reasons, places such as
Krakow, Berlin, and Amsterdam. Photographing and cataloguing over a thousand images of such
found words, Boas has begun using them as the raw material for both photographic prints and
digital videos. The videos are synchronized to assemble and shift; phrases cohere and evaporate
with a rhythm akin to the fluctuations of the mind and body while reading. Boas' visual language
constructions feel strangely familiar, like notes on a refrigerator; but they remind us of the far more
formal (and unconscious) ways that we are constantly reading the linguistic terrain of our homes,
our cities, and the products we buy. The title of the work, What Our Homes Can Tell Us, implies
that it is through repetition and re-encounter that we begin to notice and incorporate the language

that surrounds us.

Regardless of their origins, Boas' words seep out of the world, evidencing the humor and substance
of everyday life. A small sample of phrases from the artist's home reads as follows: “Time Pricks Us":
Chance Watches QOver You Safe Until Tomorrow's Past"; and *A Sense Of History And An Unconscious
Longing For Beauty Reconfigured Discontent With The Present Making An Ordinary World New!

What topos is Boas describing? The artist lists a variety of her sources: ‘Junk mail, labels on food
packages, products and medicines in my kitchen and bathroom, book titles and other printed matter,
grocery lists and scribbled notes, the news crawler on the TV screen, labels on clothing, etc. The
word-images retain a sense of the original location and context. For example, the word ‘power’ comes
from the control pane! of my microwave, the word 'deep' from the label on a bottle of Thai marinade
in my refrigerator, the word 'forever’ from the cover of a book of postage stamps on my desk In

one sense, What Qur Homes Can Tell Us transforms the viewer into a voyeur. We witness, and

are implicated in, mysterious acts of surveillance along with the artist as Boas tracks her ability to

articulate the world.

Poetry is not public. Boas explores poetry as the ullimate space of empty return and of the whole
world: of the caesura and the ellipse, of the eclipse. One can never truly remember, never truly record
the poetic and the space of the page, as the recordable is a set of decisions established in the
service of discourse. |s poetry a record? Poetry is not itself remembrance, Poetry is the space of the
indistinguishable, the space of thought, of what is missing, of what dies to return. As Lisa Robertson
argues, it is unguantifiable resistance that poetry affords the thinking mind, and Boas has chosen

to antagonize both the public space of public opinion and the private space of the domestic in the
remaking and removal of language toward the space of poetry, a poetry that flows through the body
of the artist, Poetry, language, absence — information recorded becomes record, and the agency

of record becomes power. In the age of reproduction, the age of the simulacrum, the recorded is

o
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appropriated toward subversive goals: The already recorded, the mixed tape, the cover, the already
re-recorded, and the barely understandable but locatable too become records of implication and
hybridization. Considering the relationship between space and language, the French philosopher and

novelist George Perec writes in *Species of Spaces™

This is how space begins, with words only, signs traced on the blank page. To describe space: to
name it, to trace i, like those portolano-makers who saturated the coastlines with the names of
harbors, the names of capes, the names of inlets, until in the end the land was only separated
from the sea by a continuous ribbon of text. Is the aleph, that place in Borges from which the

entire world is visible simultaneously, anything other than an alphabet?”

The paintings, drawings and prints that Boas has created by interpreting and remaking authoritative
sites where image and text converge to define the cultural and emotional landscape (like Perec's

ribbon of text defining the coastline) reimagine information and the experience of reading.

Boas' diverse bodies of work do not always resemble one another in conventional ways; they live
unbounded by the pressures of coherence. One becomes witness to Boas’ preoccupation with certain
practices: formality, precision, separation, and isolation. If, as Borges posits, the aleph (alphabet)

is & world, one locating us in an infinite present, then Boas has surely created a world with history
hovering at the periphery. Pat Boas has spent the last twenty years immersed in comprehension and
meaning: exploring, and recording, the fragile skin of subjectivity through the fleeting and ephemeral

nature of language.

Stephanie Snyder is the Anne and John Hauberg Curator and Director of the Douglas F. Cooley
Memorial Art Gallery at Reed College.

1 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, Richard Howard, translator (New York: Farrar,
Straus, and Giroux, 1981).

2  These quotations were taken from a now deleted blog entry by Lisa Robertson, provided to the author by Matthew
Stadler in 2009.

3 Georges Perec, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, John Sturrack, franslator (New York: Penguin, 1887).
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