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Lois Dodd’s first career retrospective
showcases a bright abstractionist

A brilliant example
By KEN GREENLEAF | January 23, 2013

‘COW PARSNIP,Li 996’

"Lois Dodd: Catching the Light" is the kind of show that reminds you why you got
interested in art in the first place. The paintings are terrific and the big, first-floor gallery
at the Portland Museum of Art has never looked better.

This is Dodd's first career retrospective, and it is long overdue. There are more than 50
paintings that span 60 years. Many are large, the quality is uniformly high, and her
method, while it has evolved over the years, has remained steady and consistent. Early
in her career she found a way to work that suited her own needs and fulfilled her
understanding of what art was about, and has followed it ever since with remarkable
focus and clarity.

I've been a fan of Dodd's for many years, and I'm in good company. She's had a
regular and appreciative audience of critics and other artists who love her work and
sometimes learn from her way of seeing, or from her decades-long faith in her
relationship to her own vision, or from both. It would be no surprise to see a steady
stream of visitors from New York and farther coming to Portland for this show.

Dodd began her showing career in the early 1950s, right around the high-water mark of
New York School abstraction. At the time, modernist ideas had coalesced into
something of an imperative toward abstraction, but there were a number of artists who
felt that the sense of place and implicit narrative of representation still had powerful
valence.
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There was no going back after the reiterative self-awareness of Cézanne, Malevich,
Eliot, Joyce, and Mondrian established conclusively that art was about the relationship
between artist and viewer, and not about the subject. But a number of artists felt there
was power in the relationship of the artist not so much to the subject, but to the
subjective nature of the moment in its presence, and to the act of seeing it. Every day,
even in the same spot, is different. Among those artists were Fairfield Porter, Alex Katz,
Neil Welliver, and, especially, Lois Dodd. Many of them came to Maine from New York
for part of the year, and in, say, the 1970s, one could easily walk into a 57th Street
gallery and spot a recognizable scene from Lincolnville.

But it wasn't about the scene as subject as much as it was about the artist's presence
at a place as an event. Dodd picks out subjects that will make a painting that resonates
with her own interests. The rest is up to the viewer, who will take away their own,
possibly rather different, experience, not of the place but of the painting.
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‘RED VINE AND BLANKET, 1979’

Process is of very little value when discerning an artist's thinking, but method is useful.
The famous William Carlos Williams dictum "No ideas but in things" is at work here. In

this show we can take a few of the formal outliers as a entry point for apprehending the
pervasive, and interesting, underlying thinking that informs Dodd's whole body of work.

Take, for instance the tall, skinny "Woods, 1975" — 14 feet tall by three wide. The white
house and yard in the bottom third are framed by tall thin spruce trunks that occupy the
whole of the painting, and most of its area is filled by the trees' crisscrossing horizontal
branching. There is only one reason for such an unlikely framing arrangement: Dodd
spotted it, liked it, and worked up the shape and size because she thought it would be
interesting. It is.

Dodd's color range can be complex and broad, but one particular painting, "Red
Gladioli, 2005," stands as an outer boundary of how she works with color. The
background is in mostly greens, representing the foliage and stems of the plants. The
blossoms, which course up through the painting moving slightly to the left, are brightly
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and unquestionably red, complementary in a way that makes the image visually
unstable. It's pretty big, four feet high by two wide, and cropped to provide little detalil
about the subject. This one vibrates and grabs you from a distance — a trick of the
color, so to speak.

Dodd's color is strong and coherent, and the effect of this whole group together has a
kind of luminosity that suggests the shows title actually makes sense, an exhibitional
rarity. She doesn't choose a subject because it's inherently interesting or luminous; she
picks it because she can make what she sees into a compelling painting, and that
makes the subject interesting. It's light created, more than light depicted.

It's a subtle but important distinction. The regular geometries of "Door, Staircase, 1981"
and the color fields of "Burning House, Night, Vertical, 2007" and the implied domes of
"Cow Parsnip, 1996" are worth looking at because of what she has made of them. She
discovers, or uncovers, the poetic resonance of her subject. We know it exists because
she can see it and has the skills to make it available to others. We like these paintings
because of what they are, rather than for what they show us.

\The ideas are in the things, and they are good ideas. Picture after picture, Dodd's
penetrating pictorial intelligence shows through. They are thought out as pictures in the
moment of their execution, not as demonstrations of a pre-conceived thesis. The kinds
of things she thinks about could only be done as what they are. The modernist reality of
the awareness of the artificiality of any work of art coupled with the emotional and
subjective awareness of place and circumstance result in a deep philosophical verity.
These paintings are very real and very personal.

The modernist idea was born in Europe but grew up in the US. Dodd's paintings, in that
sense, are very American. Now in her mid-80s, Dodd has quietly worked her way
through a long and productive career without the fanfare and argument that have been
characteristic of many of her peers. She is still at the top of her game, and this
exhibition shows she has been there for many years.
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