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ROBIN DRU GERMANY
PALIMPSEST PORTRAITS

The work Robin Dru Germany has assem-
bled for this exhibition at Women & Their
Work consists of two different kinds of
s’cager;, black-and-white silver gelatin prints
from a series called Pat’impsesf Portraits.
The main group consists of some 15 images
measuring 4!843)!—38 inc]&es, printecl on
matte-finish paper. The paper features wide
margins at the top and bottom that are
allowed to curL so that each work resembles
an opene(l scroll. Intcrsperse(] with these
large works are an equal number of small,

sill’xouettcd heads of men and women.

Like the main group, these pictures (wlw.ich
are mounted to squares of black archival
]Joarcl) are shown without g‘lass, which
enhances their presence as ol)jec ts. The ])ig
images were created from 1998 thruugll the
present, while the silhouettes were ncwly

made for this installation.

Germany's idea is to emphasize the large
works’ symljolic function as portraits of var-
ious individuals in her life. But rather than
capturing IiIQEneSS, the visible features of her
5ul}jec’ts, Germany is creating psy‘cl*].ic por-

traits and clning so in the form of still lifes.

Now, if thlling else, this merging of

traditional genres suggests at least one

opportunity for appreciating Germany’s
innovations. Portraits of sul)jects both
historical and my‘tho]ogical 1m1g have
included attributes that often are arranged
in scene-stealing still lifes that migl'lt
include ]Jc)oles, Specialized tools, accou-
trements of martyr(lom, sym})olic fruits,
musical instruments and the like. Then
again, du ring the Gilded Age in America,
William Harnett paintct]. “portraits” of
newly rich men by representing their
possessions and a“uciing to their pas-
times: without even l’)otllering to depict
a person, he paintccl arrangements of
cigars, newspapers and souvenirs of exotic
places that don't so much reveal an
individual's spirit as 'Lljey celebrate

successful capitalist behavior.

But then there’s the common issue of

the portrait of an other as a self portrait—
especiauy when viewers are confronted
with several interpretations of others that
have been made Ly one artist. Instead of
rea{liug as uuiquely varied, such images
1'Jegi11 to be viewed in terms of visual
similarities, their style. And similarities
ljegin to point back at the one individual
each representation has in common: the

artist herself.

This unclenialvly is the case with

Germany’-:- Pa.'ir'mpsest Portraits. Bach has
a person’s name as its titlefamong them
James, Terry, Boyci and D.W Each also
features distinctive still-life components,
i11ciu(1ing a pair of toy chimpanzees in
Rocr':zeﬁe; several Styro{:oam Christmas
ornaments inAHch; and a box of fuses,
a battered toy space ship and festoons

of withered sunflowers in Brown.

These oddball Syl’ﬂl]UlS of the contents
of different individuals’ minds stimulate
some curiosity about James and Rochelle
et al. But tl‘ley prompt even dreater
curiosity about the person who perceives
Al’)l)ey in terms of the kind of wistful



decorations children made in the llalC}’L}ll
1960’s or, at least, before the advent of
Martha Stewart. For all of the images
concerned seem to be art-directed l)y a
collector of tin [oil, dirt and rubber
bands—and that clcscrip’[inn :,jcnurauy
applics cither to old men or young ljoys.
For cxamp]e, the inventory of props in
Howard includes:

o A cluster of ball I)QE‘IL‘iI]gS in a matrix
of c]ay or putty.

o At least two 1engtl1s of articulated
black hose.

o Atoy mi]itary weapon (a ]mwiizcr?).

A c]umsily formed Lray made of f\'lmt
appears to be Crump]c(l lead foil.

&

¢ The lt,mye(l end of a cloth-hound
electrical cord.

o Some unidentifiable goop ImlLling the
above cord in placc.

o A nasty-looking toy rat.

o What mig‘i‘tt be a reclmrg‘ing device
for a walkie-talkie.

o A pouring spout that measures a
shot of hooze.

& A miniature milk hottle.

o Quantities of stained and wrinkled
aluminum foil.

o At least two sections of clear p]as’tic
Ltliwing (llle kind used for intravenous
{ce(!ing), one of them curved into
asemblance of a question mark.

The creepiness of this Lalﬁ]c-tup tableau

is |1cig11’tcnc(l I)y Germany's use of a

bac ’\’Lll.‘()p made from a plmtugmpla of the

interiorof an 0](], abandoned industrial

[mil(!ing'—a wonder{u”_v forlorn denre of

image she utilizes in all of her pictures.

But none of these compositinna[ elements

—and 1 use the term lonsuly because

Germany's clmoLic-lcmL’ing arrangement

has nol.'lling to do with visual aesthetics

and L‘\fcryt]ling to do with their imaginary
mechanical function—would have the
impact l|1ey doif Llley were not p]mto—

graphed as they are.
dewabos breglony

Germany employs a large format (8 x 10)
camera that soaks up every grungy detail
of her su[‘njcc’c matter. If the contents of
Howard’s consciousness resemble a pile of
ru]wl)is;], then Gernmny has p]mtogrmyhccl
that rubbish with the implacnl?lc eye ofa
Weegee and the goﬂ)ic obsessiveness of

Q. Winston Link.

l)uring a recent visit with Gcl'many, for
the purpose of viewing her pictures,

[ invoked Linle, not I)y name, hut in
terms of his su]wject: Trains. Germany
illlmuLliatcly knew of whom | spu]ce and
followed her verification with a (]rcamy
exclamation: “Ilove O.Winston Link.”
We went on to talk about the dramatic
lighl and slmclc)w, the remarkable tonal
variations in Link’s blacks and the start-
]illgi (‘[Llalily of his lligllliglltctl details.
Slun‘l]'\f therealter, I also mentioned
Ci mly Sherman: Germany seemed to
accept that additional comparison,
but with none of the enthusiasm she

exp!‘cssc(l for Link.

From there we went on to discuss
portraiture. | told Germany that
scarccly read her pictures as portraits of
other ]wup[e, even E]‘mug‘l) I apprcciatcc]
her intent. After we agrcc(l that tlw_\f
mig[\t be taken as somewhat autobio-
graplﬁcal, [ concluded lel, more than
allyl!]ing‘ ulsc, the images served as

l)(.]illlb" (?I‘ (lL’l)Ell‘f;Lll‘E [(1]' my Oown responses.

It turned out that tllcy served 5m1wtl1i11g
of a similar need for their maker.
Germany is interested in i(lcnlily and in
the elements that define pursonal unigque-
ness. She also is interested in maleing
pictures she can enjoy, pictures that pro-
voke t]mug]ﬁ. But she said she couldn’t
accomplisll her artistic goal;-' ]1y means
of atlc]russing imaginary pm'snnaliiies:
She needed to be lhinleing of a real person

in order to make a successhul image. Once

she had that starting point, Germany

could pursue her piciorial aims.

In the unc[, Germany can't lwlp but
suggest ideas and express herself. But
she does so 11y first ma]eing smncll)ing
that rewards the viewer visua”y. Put the
visual first and hack it up with substance,
I say: the rest takes care of itsc”, trans-
Eurming’ even wads of {:oil, twigs and
broken toys into ])aun[ing evocations

ol a human spirit.

Janet S. Tyson
Whiter and Artist,
Fort \\’brli], Texas

November 2001
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Now celebrating its 23nd anniversary,
Women & Their Work presents over 50
events a year in visual art, dance, Lheater,
music, literature, and film. The gallery
[eatures on-going exhibitions of Texas
wornen artists and brings artists of national
stature Lo Texas audiences. Since its found-
ing, Women & Their Work has presented
1,652 artists in 205 visual art exhibitions,
100 music, dance, and theater events, 12
film festivals, 19 literary readings, and 222
workshops in programming thal reflects the
ethnic and cultural diversily of this region.
Nationally recognized, Women & Their
Work has been featured in Art in America,
ArtForum and National Public Radio and

was the first organization in Texas to
receive a grant in visual arl from the
National Endowment for the Arts. Women
& Their Work reaches over 5,000 school
children and teachers each year through
gallery tours. gallery Lalks with exhibiting
arlists, participatory workshops, in-school
performances, dance master classes, and
Leacher workshops.

Wowex & Turrr Work
1710 LAVACA ST,

LUSTIN, TEXAS 76701
(512) 477-1064
wiw@texas.nel

www.womenandiheirwork.org



