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The most prominent volume to be found on
Jessica Halonen’s studio bookshelf is the
monumental cloth-covered case of ]ose£
Albers” Interaction af Color (1963), a work
familiar to generations of artists and grapkic
clesiguers. M])ers, a teacher at the Bau]‘laus,
envisioned an extensive set of Jfo]cling sheets,
serigrap]wd in various colors and pierced
with die-cul geometric openings, which
would allow the isolation and analysis of
certain perceptua] effects arising from color
juxtapositions. As one disassembles and
manipulates Albers” tall stack of pages,
reveahug a more or less engaging sequence
of encounters between color and form, the
exercise takes on the character of someﬂﬁng
clry, scientific, o])jwlive. Yet the
real aim of the l)oo]e, which its
rigomusfy methodical organiza-
tion tends to olascure, is in fact

sometlﬁng much more right-
brained than mig]at at first be
guessec[: it constitutes an investi-
gation into the roots of aesthetic
emotion. Albers’ treatise represents
an ambitious attempt, typical of
a certain stream of 111oc1ernisrn,
to standardize and rationalize the
means of art, containing its basic
techniques within the parameters
of a pseu(lo-scien’tific system in
order to ])ring visual creativity into
congruence with the Supposccl
Clclnall(ls Of an irnpersonal and
technological age. Like Mondrian,
Malevich or even Kandinsky,
Albers aspire(l to tame the 1egacy
of Romanticism, to bind the
sublime and um'uly egotism of
early modernism within a system
of fixed rules, bringing one's own
[eelings Elnf] means Of expression
within the compass of absolute
self-control while 11ypotl1eticauy
(and Para:loxica“y} opening up a

route to universal relevance.

While operating on more postmodern
premises, Halonen's own work shares this
essential strategy of sul:nl.imating the nebu-
lous Sul)jectivil;y and l)iological contingency
which form the primorclia] basis of our lived
experience under the rule of visual order:
simp!e geometries, the right angle, the grici,
fixed sets of colors and spatial relationships.
In her earier work, color has been used
sy'mJJohcally to reference the ﬂuctuating levels
of sugar in her l)]ooLlstream—powder blue
standing for a safe and oplimum amount,
pinla and black for less desirable situations,
and so on. Tracked and measured over hours
and (lays, this mundane but critical infor-
mation regulates the life of a diabetic with
inflexible regularity. Out of necessity, but
with characteristic good humor and whimsy,

Halonen eviclcntly made the decision to
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make the best out of the I:yrannical situa-
tion in which she found hersel[—turning
the meticulous routines of metabolic self-
analysis into a game of play{u[ visual wit
and formal elcgance. The distinctive sl'lapes
and colors of Halonen's previous wor
clearly reference the syntiwtic and imper-
sonal world of the clinic—pills and
medications, 1lospita| rooms, medical
charts and cliagrams—wl-li]e her frequent
use of cast sugar and chocolate as primary
media at the same time suggest the sinister
implica‘Lions of sugary treats in a diabetic
context. But just as importantly, her art
has always called up shared memories of
cl'lildboocl, tapping into a broad nostalgia
for such &]ﬁngs as multicolored l)uﬂd'mg
blocks, wax crayons, :mvclty candies, exer-
cise mals, picnics and playgrounc]s. And at
an even more basic level—

a(fclressing those viewers neces-

sarily unfamiliar with Halonen’s
csscntiauy private medical sym-
bolism — color and pattern now
become the basis of a purely
formal invention, and as in all
gooc[ art offer us the simple and
visceral pleasurc of effective color
harmonies and crisp formal
interplay. Halonen's art, which
migln‘. in tlneory come across
as a regressive or therapeutic
activity of mercly persona]
signi{:icance, thus uses the affir-
mative power of its formal
attraction as well as its ludic
associations to reassert the encour-
aging notion that the presence of
imposed order in our lives need
not be coercive or disem-
powering, but can be strategized
to take on the unexpectecl
attributes of the com]:orting,
the amusing and the aesthetic.

One of Halonen's most recent
worles, St:'lrlr, takes Albers’
modernist stratedies in a dif-
ferent direction. The installation



consists of around 150 small
rectangles in various pastc]
colors but of uniform size—
sheets of writing paper, it
would appear, which have been
scattered ran(lomly across a
given interior 1ancIscape. Here
again, Pcrl‘laps, is another of
Halonen’s homages to the
mundane but evocative relics
of a collective childhood: the

lined paper on which  we

s

formed our first letters in
leimlergarten and on which we
pretenc]e& to make class notes
llu‘oug‘ll lligh school and col-
}ege, their present ({isarray (and
comp]ete absence of written
text) now ]1inting nos-talgically
at puerile notions of perma-
nence which have been erased
]Jy the passing years. Some of
the sheets seem frozen in time,
inexplicai)]y cauglﬂ: in an in-
stant of cur]ing and Happing‘
under the influence of a passing breeze. On
closer inspection, it turns out that each leaf
is in fact not a piece of paper at all: the back
of each page reveals itself as a sheet of thin
plywoocl with the grain left visible, while the
ruled lines on the other side have been
app]iccl l)y lmncl—s'unuiating the impctsonal
appearance of a machine-made procluct
’cln'oug]'l an archaic and labor-intensive
system of marle-maleing. This paraclox is
further referenced !Jy the occasional pres-
ence of a llam{—painted flower on a few of
the slwets, again contrasting the iz'regular
forms of nature with the uniform output of
mass-pmducl:ion. The Vulgar patterning of
the plywoocl, on the other hand, again points
us back to the world of childhood: vacation
cottages, rumpus rooms and the Iilee,
e‘very(lay middle-class spaces with wall-to-
wall carpeting, horrendous sofas, bar stools
and cabinets of creepy collectibles that our
acs‘thcticaﬂy more mature selves would
reg!ar(l with that typica“y postmodern mix-

ture of queasiness, ironic appreciation and
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gdenuine uos’mlgia that tends to color all our
reflections on the places familiar to us before
we acquifed a self-protective veneer of good

taste at art school or at co].lcge.

Most imnwdia.’te]y, the 131eta}_)l'xor of scat-
tered sheets of paper represents the
reconguest of artifice by the brute force of
nature, sllowing up the semblance of uni-
[ornlit'y and prer:lictaljility which gives order
to our lives as a }_er\-'isionaI phenomenon,
sulvject to the inevitable return to a chthonic
baseline. For Americans, of course, this
truism was most tragicaﬂy manifested in
recent times })y the events of Sep’ceml)er i 08
2001, when the sudden annihilation of the
arc%etypa] g‘ridclecl geomelries of the Twin
Towers was followed I;vy the surreal and
unexpectecuy agecting spcctacle of tons of
sheets of paper ]Jlowing around the streets
of lower Manhattan. The trope of discarded
papers, cach seeming to Speak of individual
human interests rendered void ljy the

iIleﬂCﬁl’)lC course Of CVCIltS, serves as a

power{-uI momento mori —a meLapl}or for
the transient nature of su])jcctivc experi-
ence. The patheticaﬂy {ragﬂc record of
our lives is reduced to urban garl)age,
swept up to (iis.appear forever into that
unseen hypothetica] landfill that we
lwpe or fear must exist somewhere out
there, containing all the discarded but
half-remembered paper trails of our past
lives in a mol(lering stasis —childhood draw-
ings, old love ]etters, hills, taxes, everytlu'ng.
In this light, Still would seem to Signal
the arrival of a more tragic mode in
Halonen’s work. The certainty and order
of Albers’ carelr‘uuy organiZEJ c()lor Slleehi
have been violent]y L{isruptecl, and the
viewer is left to survey the aftermath. The
self-control so carcfuﬂy established and
documented in her ecatlier pieces has
given way to uncertainty and pal:lnos, as
underlined l)y the piti{-u] presence of the
few flowers which cling to the scattered
sheets like the faded reminders of a sum-

mer gone l)y.



Yet to view Still simply as a ]ingering mani-
[estation o[ pwst-()/ 11 despom{ency Woulcl
be to underestimate this work’s more sub-
versive poten‘tial for creative strategizing in
both art and life. Here the apparent chaos
is, of course, comple’ce}y artificial: Halonen
has stage({ the triumpI] of entropy only to
exorcise it. The chaos of Howing papers is
manifestly a simulation, for Halonen deter-
mines the ostensiljly artless placement of
every sheet. The sense of control is no less
apparent than in her more conventionaﬁy
ordered worlzs—llere, the tiny canvases she
has pain’ced or stitched in linear or grid
patterns, where the regular and repetitive
app].icatiou of formal geometries would seem
to aspire to emulate the inhuman Pprecision
of the macl'xine, but is carried out in the
lanowletlge that shght imperfeciions of hand
and brush will a]ways reveal the human
agency which is the real theme of the work.
Again like Mondrian (})ut unlike Judd),
Halonen does not hide behind an anony-
mous Or vicarious process of mechanical
['a})ricaiion, but takes personal responsi-
})ility for all aspects of the handicraft
production—worleing the SPECi{iC tech-
nigue suggestcd ])y a given formal pm]alem
until it seems to bhe {'uﬂy explorecl or playecl
out, enacting an ohsessive repetition of
careful gestures, as in 1211itting or weaving,
that is ulLima‘Lely consoling and hence
empowering. As suggeslecl l}y the way that
Halonen’s lines so litcrauy stitch 'I_llings
togetller in the face of cllaos, her work rep-
resents an optimistic coming to terms with
a lack of control —either in the form of
unwanted order or even less desirable dis-
order, Her Pa]:ticular form of control is
([elicate, nuanced, I}i(hng itself in the mun-
dane reference and the innocuous pattern,
yet no less real for all that. With a rare sense
of grace and poetry, Jessica Halonen
reasserts the riglw’t to create what we want

out of our ]ives.

Cllristopher Pearson,

Assistant Pro{essor, Departmcnt
of Art and Art History
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Now celebrating its 26th anniversary,
Women & Their Work presents over 50
events a year in visual art, dance, theater,
music, literature, and film. The gallery
features on-going exhibitions of Texas women
artists and brings artists of national stature
to Texas audiences. Since its founding,
Women & Their Work has presented 1,734
artists in 224 visual art exhibitions, 102
music, dance, and theater events, 12 film
festivals, 19 literary readings, and 274 work-
shops in programming that reflects the ethnic
and cultural diversity 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 art from the National Endowment
for the Arts. Women & Their Work reaches

over 5,000 school children and teachers
each year through gallery tours, gallery
talks with exhibiting artists, participatory
workshops, in-school performances, dance
master classes, and teacher workshops.
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