“The Space Between: Body and Mind, Matter and Spirit”

Challenging and energetic works of contemporary art ask us to bring open eyes to life experience, and thought to what exceeds our previous exposure. If art is not container but reflection, then its open senses ought to open up our own. In a society that adores consumption and abhors stagnation, it behooves us to become adept at reading complex, ambiguous, and contradictory signs – adept, that is, at reading art. 

The simplicity of turning an object/vessel in our hands, to observe it’s form in our minds, to study and ponder, what is its spirit if not for the expressive potential of an engaging experience of light, sound, movement, and figural transformation. Just as there is no unique division between inner and outer, the visual language of form appropriate to our modern world and the extent to which we live in a world of ambiguity and dynamic transformations must be acknowledged in all of its fullness.

This exhibition, Fieldwork: Placing Space in the Color Field Remix, by Gillian Brown and Inga McCaslin Frick, at Pyramid-Atlantic Art Center, Silver Spring, Maryland offers a collection of contemporary works of installation art whose source(s) for being can be traced to innovative art movements prevalent in the 1960’s. These were times in the art world where established art movements such as abstract expressionism had waned a decade earlier, and the movements of Pop and Optical art enjoyed short-lived, lively critical interest. New energies and ideas were fermenting in the art world and artist studios in New York and Washington were buzzing with exploratory vision and new formal approaches. Post-painterly abstraction was one of the new visions in painting and a term first used by the critic Clement Greenberg to distinguish the abstract painting of the 1960’s from works associated with the abstract expressionist movement of the 1940’s and 1950’s. Color Field Painting was another similar term that characterized painting of the times in large areas of a more or less flat single color devoid of the expressive brush strokes of abstract expressionism but moving toward a formal statement of pure color and elemental form. Post-painterly abstract painters rejected the cult of the individual that surrounded Abstract Expressionism and favored a form working from an intellectual impulse that concerned formal elements: their paintings remained within the limit of two-dimensional space in an awareness of the dimensions of the canvas itself. Another such innovation of the times also occurred between artists and scientists who found new freedom and stimulation in collaboration. 

“Experiments in Art and Technology (EAT) was founded in 1966 by engineers Billy Klüver and Fred Waldhauer and artists Robert Rauschenberg and Robert Whitman. The non-profit organization developed from the experience of 9 Evenings: Theatre and Engineering. This event, which was held in October 1966 at the 69th Regiment Armory in New York City (U.S.), brought together 40 engineers and 10 contemporary artists who worked together on performances that incorporated new technology. It became clear that achieving ongoing artist-engineer relationships would require a concerted effort to develop the necessary physical and social conditions. E.A.T. saw itself as a catalyst for stimulating the involvement of industry and technology with the arts.” – Billy Klüver 

The Experiments in Art and Technology (EAT) group was founded based on the idea that art, science, and technology answered a growing need of artists who desired to work at the outer limits of conceptual activity. The basis for experimentation was certainly in the air during the 1960’s. Many artists discovered the concept of collaboration to be a refreshing direction for self-discovery and renewal. 

"And so the arts are encroaching one upon another, and from a proper use of this encroachment will rise the art that is truly monumental." – Wassily Kandinsky
Those associated with Experiments in Art and Technology were artists who also pursued projects of grand scale (performance, installations, happenings, environmental conceptions) and all with an intensity of purpose that explored both the processes and challenges that go along with collaboration in vision and the evolution of a language as well as the aesthetic stamina required to see an idea through to its embodiment. These were artists who worked from within the depths of imagination and vision and from conceptual premises that crossed formal disciplinary boundaries to find associations with art history and the contemporary cultural landscape of modernity. 

The new frontier in the art world of the 1960’s including post-painterly abstraction (color field painting) embodied a world of spirit and matter that lie within the minds of artists who acted both as the observer and the observed mining rich deposits within themselves for their potential interaction together. The focus of the work(s) in this exhibition by Gillian Brown and Inga McCaslin Frick is one that is interested in process as much as product, and one that addresses elusive questions, rather than repeating what is already known. These artists work separately and in collaboration to investigate the motivation for and germination of ideas that become—intentionally or otherwise – intrinsic notation and observation of interior reflective space – an “inscape” of thought processes and imagination. 

The history of early modern Western philosophy is inspired by Immanuel Kant’s claim that the conflict between the metaphysics of matter and that of spirit is the principal locus around which western philosophy and contemporary thinking has revolved. (Lawler, J.) To discover one’s identity, by exploring elements of human memory, experiences with nature, and sensuality, the battle rages within the consciousness between spiritual aspirations and humanistic desires.  The rich vocabulary and language of relationships inherent in the works of Gillian Brown and Inga McCaslin Frick grounds their installations with powerful illusions, uncanny associations of light and movement, and ghostly silhouettes that possess striking two- and three-dimensional architectonic form. It is no coincidence that the flow of aesthetic interests in painting over the course of the 20th century followed an emancipation from the illusory into a realm of re-conceptualizing painting - or thinking anew about the origins of art  -  new vistas opened to explore the underpinnings of material form and its opposite - dematerializing art forms.

The origins of the work of Gillian Brown and Inga McCaslin Frick grow in part out of the definition of the luminous visual field so evident in color field painting and the associated processes and practices of exploring fresh perception as well as an interior world of time and space imagination using innovative palettes of traditional and technological artistic tools that on first impression little resembles the typical artist’s studio. Both artists explore visual perception and incorporate advanced technology via projected video images layered upon two and three-dimensional surfaces and forms. The nature of these installations as interior/internal environments adeptly expresses the beauty and complexity of perceiving and imagining. And yet, the deep, expressive qualities of their work are to be found both on its surface, and also in its form, material, and movement. When these integrally support a fusion and connectivity of purpose, the resultant trajectory and radiant imagery is a synergistic effect, and the impact is potent. 
Collaboration offers a way of being in the world that celebrates relationship and connection. Gillian Brown and Inga McCaslin Frick crystallize a broad approach by combining the perspectives of art and science that moves to unify what is commonly thought of as separate. Through the fusion of body and mind, matter and spirit, we are able to enter into a more intimate relationship with their vision. And, having learned to distinguish their characteristic rhythms, ask them each to lend their unique personalities to the expressiveness of a work of art.
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