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At first, the superimposition of the boy on the landscape might seem arbitrary, except for the
fact that he is holding a paper cone of Stewart’s melting reddish-orange sherbet. Its
placement and color compel us to see it as a melting sun, two drips running down, one from
the bottom of the cone and the other down the cone’s left side over his hand and leg.

What do we make of a melting sun, which contradicts everything we know about it? Sanditz’s
visual paradox animates the entire painting, causing this viewer to stop and contemplate the
scene further. This unsettling gap between seeing and thinking can be found in all her
paintings. We go from looking to gazing inward, distressed by what we have seen.
Historically, observational landscape painting transported viewers to the site, its
wondrousness. They were focused on resemblance, stability, predictable change, and
renewal. J.M.W. Turner changed everything when he painted destructive storms and roiling
waves, instances of nature’s overwhelming power. Extending from that awareness, Sanditz
recognizes the role that humans now play in altering and amplifying nature’s potency. The
boy is sitting calmly, seemingly unaware of the disastrous course humans have taken. How
can we protect his innocence?

In “Wild Violets,” we see a puzzling landscape that makes inexplicable sense. The landscape
can be divided into three vertical areas that take up most of the painting, crowned by a
narrow green field and a dense row of trees cropped by the painting’s top edge. Outlined by
a meandering thick brown line, the large, pastel-green middle area is full of flat, gray
abstract shapes containing a thick violet line inflected by smaller olive green, gray, and deep
violet shapes. The painting’s title suggests the different violets are wildflowers. On the left, in
an area filled with different-colored dots, we see the filled-in outlines of upside-down people
drawn in different scales. Above them are two pink tree trunks that resemble bare legs. On
the right side, a brown tree trunk marked by vertical lines rises out of the brown earth,
cropped at the top and casting a deep blue shadow from its base. What are we to make of
this baffling view? While the people show no signs of violence, and in fact look peaceful, their
presence is distressing. The colored dots the bodies are embedded in do not yield a clue as
to why they are there.

Sanditz is sensitive to the seismic changes that have taken place in the last 20 years. Like
Turner, her interest in the beautiful colors of the poisoned sky has led her to be open to the
effects mankind has made part of its environment, to be both an observer and witness. In
“Ghost Tree (Dark),” we see three white-outlined shapes containing the black bare tree trunk
and branches set against a moody dark row of trees whose rounded tops are edged with
purple halation. This poetic landscape is both beautiful and troubling. That joining transports
us to a place very different from what Turner, or artists such as Neil Welliver and Jane
Freilicher, bring us. Her paintings ask: What can we do to change our destiny? What effect
can we have on the place we inhabit?

Lisa Sanditz: Missing Mountain continues at Alexandre Gallery (25 East 73rd Street, 3rd floor,
Upper East Side, Manhattan) through November 14. The exhibition was organized by the
gallery. The author of this article held a conversation with the artist at the gallery on
September 24.


