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The Work Continues, at PCC Sylvania’s North View Gallery (the exhibition closed on Saturday),
emerged from a unanimous functional depression felt by its six artists and two curators. We
may easily guess the source of this unrest, even without curator Sam Hopple’s explanation that
this artistic survey first took form in 2016 as a direct response to a numbness following the
Presidential election.

“The Work Continues” (installation view), 2018; PCC North View Gallery/Image courtesy of Maria
T.D. Inocencio

However, the manner in which these six artists chose to further engage with this unsettling
environment—through a complex exploration of identity—gives this show its place in
contemporary art activism. Each of these artists, through their own respective processes and
mediums, toggles the question of “Who are we?”—as artists, as advocates, and as humans.
Tapping into something deeply personal, each piece in this show is a vulnerable and raw
demonstration of art that does not compromise.

At North View, gallery-goers are meant to meander through the space in a clockwise direction,
beginning with Jiseon Lee Isbara’s textile work, Stare, to the left of the entrance. Isbara is a fiber
artist, exhibiting both nationally and internationally, and an educator at Oregon College of Art
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and Craft. For The Work Continues she plays the roles of artist and co-curator with Hopple.

Stare measures roughly 2.5 x 2.5 feet and at first glance may invoke a quizzical turn of the head.
The googly eyes affixed to the cream-colored cloth, tucked around embroidered circles of
various neutral tones, give the impression that a double voyeurism is occuring between the
work and the viewer. Unsurprisingly, the colored circles are meant to symbolize a variety of skin
tones, and this particular work of fiber art was inspired by a real event in Isbara’s life.

Sean Healy, “Sugar Pill, Blue”, 2018, detail; gel caps, resin, sugar and plexi; 40” x 40”/ Courtesy of
Elizabeth Leach Gallery/ Image courtesy of Maria T.D. Inocencio

As a woman of color and a first generation immigrant, Isbara shares in her Artist Statement that
her identity and her the sense of displacement that results from often being stared at, is deeply
embedded in her work. In this sense, the cloth becomes symbolic of her body and is here
elevated to the vulnerable place of the gallery wall for all to see. The inclusion of the (somewhat
comical) eyes allow for her own agency in the visual exchange.

The exhibition also features another of Isbara’s works, Who Am I?—an installation of stacked
cards that form a pillar in the far right corner of the viewing room. Each card is first printed with
her English name in black ink and then stamped over with her Korean name in red. Subtly
representing a sort of cultural erasure that occurs through assimilation, this work purposefully
confuses how visitors may choose to engage with Isbara’s identity, and is another example of
how she herself seeks to command the space.

The title of the exhibition works as a double entendre: it exists as both a literal display of how
individuals can continue to produce artistically in times of trial, as well as a more subtle call-to-
action aimed at a larger general consciousness. This pressure, felt by each artist, has the
potential to perpetuate a hyper-awareness of how we observe ourselves and how we in turn are
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observed by others. Undoubtedly, the labels we receive and give ourselves in such times
abound endlessly.

Samantha Wall’s three monochromatic ink figure drawings enter a place of quiet introspection
that explore identity through a diasporic lens. Wall, an artist originally from Seoul, South Korea,
and now based in Portland, works primarily in ink to create sinewy and mysterious renditions of
the female form. The interconnectedness of Gatekeeper, Initiate, and Grace, in their execution
and their thematics, embody the artist’s interest in what it means to navigate multiculturalism, a
notion of constant flux. The three works appear to have a black-marbled texture, interspersed
with a careful dotwork that serves to highlight certain features such as a chest or a neck. Done in
this style, it is as if the profiles and full-body forms are rendered in water, in a state of flowing
motion and change, despite being affixed behind glass. Easily recognizable as female forms, the
question of whose forms they are is still open to interpretation. At once, these meticulously
crafted bodies have everything to do with the artist, perhaps as a mirror of her own experience,
and maybe nothing at all, promoting a greater, universal interpretation.

Sharing a similar hyperawareness, Sean Healy’s Sugar Pill, Blue is unflinching in its openness.
Healy, a sculptor and multimedia artist, creates work that is inextricably linked to his life as a
father, husband, and friend. In molding art practice to everyday life, Sugar Pill, Blue tells a
humbling narrative of self-medication and self-care. The piece is molded out of hundreds of gel
caps suffused together with resin on plexi and hoisted up onto the gallery wall. Healy’s visible
inclusion of sugar to some of the gel cap halves resembles what may have once filled the
interior of the pill capsule and adds a confessionary tone to the piece. The inch of space
between the wall and work creates the illusion that Sugar Pill, Blue is floating freely in air. The
opacity of the gel caps reflecting the stark blue of the wall painted behind the work further
augments this distance and imbues it with a reverent tone. While the piece may appear light
enough to float, it is heavy with significance for the artist. What Healy seems to be
communicating the very real successes and failures of both an artist and a human being; one
could not exist without the other.

Duality and pluralism are the forefront of this exhibition, but exist most palpably in that of
Hiro Toyo and Ricardo Nagaoka. Toyo and Nagaoka are in fact one individual: he resides in the
liminal between-space of his Japanese-Latino identity while living and working in the context of
his current American residence. His fractured artistic self, he writes, stems from his growing up
as an outsider in his own homes. Toyo’s sculptural practice, seen here in his site-specific
installation Arranged Space, 1, is an exploration of the body in a tangible format. In working with
concrete, brick, gravel, steel and clay to create this domicile, Toyo is responding not only to the
viewing space but to a more inherent desire for stability and structure. The use of these
concrete materials provide a bridge into a more conjectural and philosophical arena for
discussing space and place. The interlocking forms made of disparate materials have the
appearance of a whole structure, but one that retains distance even within itself. What is at
stake is a sense of belonging.
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Ricardo Nagaoka,”Kevin”, 2018; inkjet print; 24” x 30”/ Image courtesy of Maria T.D.
Inocencio

Toyo’s own trace as maker weighs more heavily in his sculptural than his photographic practice,
where he takes a more reserved approach, choosing to remain behind the lens. The subject of
Kevin is set in a bare, pink bedroom, wearing house clothes. The intimacy of this portrait lies in
its surfaces—there is little to hide in this setting. Yet, Nagaoka blurs this invasion of privacy by
negating access to the figure itself, posing Kevin with his hand over his face. Viewers can get a
sense of the intimacy of this image, but the true nature remains hidden. With his photography,
Nagaoka does not shy away from topics such as gender, expression, vulnerability and the self,
but without including himself in the frame. Instead, he conveys his own wrestling with identity
and existence through his poignantly staged subjects.

For “The Work Continues”, painter Jeremy Okai Davis has included four paintings done in his
distinctive, vaguely pointlistic style. While highly figural, the dotted approach and, at times,
inclusion of non-traditional colors, adds a certain level of abstraction to the paintings. One can
recognize the shape of the hands in Hand I (White) and Hand II (Black), as well as the muscled,
lower body of a man in Untitled (I Won’t Leave), yet they are far from depicting how one may
encounter a body in real life.

All four paintings are shown together on the right side of the gallery, where a square portion of
the wall has been purposefully painted black. Creating a mini-installation, the themes Davis
navigates are ones that serve as a retrospective of the artist’s background and history, while
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also looking ahead towards the future. Davis writes in his statement, “It is important for me to
express myself, but to do that I must investigate and know myself.” In this near future he he
considers what legacy he may one day leave behind.

As a result, Family Dollar (Legacy), situated prominently in the center of the installation, holds the
weight of familial and personal responsibility. The piece depicts a headshot of a black man in a
suit, an unreadable expression on his face, with everything from the nose up painted over with
black acrylic. The intentional exclusion of the eyes seems to be playing on matters of seeing and
being seen, of what is public knowledge and what is kept from us. Knowing oneself and
expressing oneself are inextricably tied together, and Davis poses here a question that is
pointed as much to himself as to any other father, maker, and son: Is what I am leaving behind
truly emblematic of me, and what will its effect be? As an audience, we in turn are left to wonder
if this work is reflective of Davis’ own musings and frustrations, that of a larger community’s, or
both?

Lisa Jarrett, multimedia artist and educator, works in a medium that exists primarily in the form
of questions. Her pieces on view for “The Work Continues” are part of a larger series entitled
Reconciliations. The three digital collages (On Truth), (On Love), and V(On Beauty) meld together
two images each, of black individuals, young and old alike, posing by cars, holding babies, or
engaged in other daily activities. These are framed with the inclusion of tufts of black hair on the
lip of each frame. The grander themes of truth, love and beauty are instantaneously and
universally recognizable.

Jarrett suggests her own trace and questioning by calling into examination how exactly truth,
beauty, and love may come to be exemplified and understood by varying histories and
existences. The bodies and the type of hair on display in these socially engaged works are
distinct to the artist and the African-American community she wishes to address. Three other
words that are printed on these collages, respectively, are “Motherland”, “Mother Water”, and
“Mother Tongues.” Whereas “Mother” may be a universally recognizable word, Jarrett is
pinpointing a mother and a nurturing experience exclusive to the African diaspora. Therefore,
depending on the individual observing these collages, each viewing experience will be inherently
unique. Jarrett’s social practice resonates here as a result of the open-endedness of the three
collages; they provide an ambiguous outline for thought and discourse that has the potential to
diverge in a multitude of directions.

The themes of introspection and protest expressed by the six artists in The Work Continues
are still resonant even as current events have continued developing and, unfortunately,
devolving. Despite the multitude of mediums and themes explored in these works, what visitors
are meant to take away is the kindred and powerful desire to question a state of self and that
self’s external impact on a fluctuating world. What these individuals also share is the
overarching desire to continue producing work, be it as a form of meditation or as a response to
fear and immobilization.
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The Work Continues (installation view), 2018; PCC North View Gallery/Image courtesy of Maria T.D.
Inocencio

In highlighting the very intimate nature of each individual’s personal practice, a cohesive portrait
of a multifaceted selfhood becomes common knowledge in the gallery, particularly as it exists in
our divisive and pluralized politics. Ultimately, in times of uncertainty and unrest, all we may
hope to find is an accessible emotional ground within our own cultural communities. Now, more
than ever, there is an urgency within the arts and within our society to continue the work that
promotes intercultural dialogue and addresses issues that may be more resistant to change.
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Intestinal Fortitude as Art: Sean Healy’s Gut
pdxmonthly.com/slideshows/2016/12/20/intestinal-fortitude-as-art-sean-healy-s-gut

Aging. With the exceptions of Dorian Gray and Peter Pan, it happens to us all. And the resulting
battle against our sagging, drooping, expanding bodies is witnessed in our obsessions with
exercise, cleanses, cosmetic surgery, and diets. Artist Sean Healy mines this theme in his
recent exhibition, Gut—an artistic exploration of his own struggles with a waistline
expanding with age. 

“I’m in the thick of middle age right now,” says Healy. “It’s a little harder to do things that come
naturally anymore. [Gut is] kind of a reaction. Sort of a mid-life crisis.”
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Using warped wood, cigarette filters, and bellybutton lint in conjunction with traditional
materials, Healy has taken a snapshot of his own aging process. In one piece, Speed Bump
Headache, resin and paint droop and leak from tightly packed cigarette filters. In Roil, brightly
colored resin stalactites pool on the floor. His sculptures explore the everyday things we slough
off, like the bellybutton lint used in Memory of Muscle Tees and the mountain of cigarette butts in
Middle Aged Sex.

“Some of the materials I have used before—like cigarette filters—took on a different connotation
then in past shows,” says Healy. “In past shows they were more about masculinity. In this show
they were more about cast-offs, things we discard.”

While Healy may be drooping physically, creatively he feels more vigorous than ever. Bodily toll
is one thing, but a lifetime engaged in the mental exercise of making art has only strengthened
his practice.  

“You keep going,” he says simply of the lessons he took from Gut. “It’s not dependent on
physicality. [Making art] is not like athletics. That was the realization. That it was still there. This
is what I do.”

Gut is at the Elizabeth Leach Gallery through December 30.

Contemporary Art, Galleries
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Sean Healy's Extroverts: An Intuitive Read 
On Masculinity
OPB | June 6, 2014 10:25 p.m. | Updated: June 7, 2014 11:35 a.m. | Portland                            
April Baer

Sean Healy’s Extroverts is his first Portland show in several years. Healy’s business, doing 
commissioned works with his friend, the artist Joe Thurston, has brought several large site-
specific installations to life in recent years.

But a collection of more personal work, on view through August at Elizabeth Leach Gallery, 
finds Healy thinking about the archetypes of men in his childhood and beyond. Healy made large 
expanses formed by hundreds of cigarette filters, and slathered them with glittering enamels in 
the colors evoking ‘70s muscle cars.

“I think it’s all tied into this concept of masculinity - this hard veneer when you don’t show that 
something’s  bothering you, but really, day-to-day stresses in life, you’re carrying that around.

Witty depictions of snaggle-toothed grins share wall-space with enormous, elegant studies of 
animal horns.



"American Muscle", Sean Healy. Healy says it took months to glue each cigarette filter, one by one, to the plexiglass 
surface forming the base.

Healy talked to April about the show, his techniques, and his ongoing fascination with that most 
self-destructive and inescapably masculine accessory, the cigarette.

Healy will give a free talk on the show June 28th at 11AM.
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Public Art Network Highlights 2 GSA Art in Architecture Projects
August 13, 2010

The Public Art Network recently included two GSA Art in Architecture projects in its "2010 Year in Review."

Since 2000, the group’s "Year in Review" annually recognizes outstanding public art projects that represent the most compelling works from around the country. This year, the
network selected “Third Bank of the River” by Alan Michelson and “Gesture Politics” by Sean Healy, both installed at federal facilities through the GSA art program, from more than
390 submissions of public art from around the country. The two works were among the 40 public art projects featured at the group’s annual conference in June in Baltimore.

“Third Bank of the River,” an art glass window panorama documenting several miles of the local border shoreline between the United States and Canada, is installed at the Massena,
N.Y., Land Port of Entry. "Gesture Politics," in the lobby of the FBI Building in Houston, is a wall of glass that visually documents the site before construction of the building and
includes film portals depicting FBI employees in universal human gestures such as embracing and shaking hands.  

GSA’s art collection is one of the oldest and largest public art collections in the country. It includes permanently installed and moveable murals, paintings, sculpture, and architectural
or environmental works of art. The collection dates from 1850. With nearly 18,000 works of art made by American painters, sculptors and artisans that enliven public buildings across
the nation, the government is the nation’s most important steward of the arts.

The agency’s Art in Architecture program today continues the government’s commitment to art by commissioning public artworks from some of the most important contemporary
American artists for federal buildings. In doing so, GSA creates buildings that express the vision, leadership, and commitment of the government in serving the public and the
communities in which these works are located, as well as expressing the values of our nation.

 

"Gesture Politics" is a work by Sean Healy and is on display in the 
lobby of the FBI Building in Houston. It is a wall of glass that 
includes film portals depicting FBI employees in universal human 
gestures such as embracing and shaking hands.  

 “Third Bank of the River” by Alan Michelson is installed at the
Massena, N.Y., Land Port of Entry. It is a glass panorama
documenting several miles of border between the United States and
Canada.

Read more about GSA’s Art in Architecture Program

Read about the Public Art Network
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PORTLAND
Sean Healy: “Life in Black and White” 
at Elizabeth Leach Gallery
In his clean, polished, and ultimately optimistic show,
“Life in Black and White,” Sean Healy evolves his pre-
vious body of work, which critiqued the social struc-
tures we learned in high school, into the adult world,
with its corporate strictures and imperative toward
competitive consumerism. Healy is a master of di-
verse media but presents himself here primarily as a
sculptor. A favorite motif is the animal as guardian
angel. With a water jet he cuts graphic shapes into alu-
minum: big cats and birds of prey, which recall the
stuffed animals and cartoon heroes of childhood and
function in adulthood as talismans against the insecuri-
ties that dog us. Invincible Air portrays two eagles in
flight, one backlit with neon, both covered in glossy
white enamel. In Security Blankets, a duo of tigers
dives out of the artist’s childhood quilt, which he has
split in half and proffered for the sake of art and profit.
Catholic Guilt riffs similarly on predatory felines but

uses antique doilies instead of quilts. Faux-fierce in
their whimsical juxtaposition of wild animal and fussy
lace, the works have a winning insouciance. Similarly,
the wildly colorful concentric cast-resin bricks that
make up Circle the Airstreams ostensibly critique the
vapidity of our TV- and Internet-driven culture, but nev-
ertheless come across as unadulterated eye candy,
lending the piece a potent and intended hypocrisy.

It is only when his concerns (and titles) are more lit-
eral—as in Bored Meeting, a photograph of four drone-
like business executives—that Healy’s work becomes
prosaic and preachy. The same is true of Good Fences
Make Good Neighbors, a picket fence comprised of
stacked credit cards in an all-too-obvious warning
against “keeping up with the Joneses.” These are rare
missteps in a show otherwise spot-on in its portrait of
Generation X at the moment when unnaturally pro-
longed adolescence curdles inexorably into early mid-
dle age. Healy handles this tragicomedy with
earnestness, an immaculate respect for materials, and
an enduring obsession with the seductiveness of early
life, even as Big Wheels and keg parties give way to
minivans and PSA tests. Growing older is a messy
province of sprawls and sags, but in the artist’s world-
view, containment and whimsy counterbalance these
indignities and offer hope of a youthfulness that out-
lasts youth.

—RICHARD SPEER

November/ December 2008 Review

“Invincible Air,” 2008 

Sean Healy
Water jet cut aluminum, neon, and enamel

dimensions variable

Photo: courtesy of the artist and 

the Elizabeth Leach Gallery
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