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Through the years Charles Stankievech and I have exchanged ideas
about an array of topics, most notably that of abstract painting’s
degree zero: the monochrome. It’s my understanding that he and I
share an attraction for the monochrome because of how it probably
best summarises the tensions that exist between the painting as a
thing in itself and its status as an image. This interest appears in
an early work composed entirely out of grey industrial felt, Timbral
from 2007, but is made explicit later in 2008 with Aletheia’s Veil where
Stankievech draws a connection between the White Cube of the gallery
space and the blank projection screen of the cinema.

In the autumn of 2010, Stankievech spoke to me of his
intention to put together an installation whose starting point would
be a video depicting an empty arctic landscape that gradually fills
with purple smoke from a military grenade: a gesture in homage
to Jules Olitski’s monumental purple colour-field painting Instant
Loveland (1968) that Stankievech had seen installed in London at
Tate Modern. On the didactic wall-card accompanying the work was
some information that struck him: “The paintings have an ethereal
quality, appearing to dematerialise the canvas surface. Olitski said
he would prefer ‘nothing but some colours sprayed into the air and
staying there.” If the pure opticality championed by Greenbergian
modernism is at least achieved conceptually in Olitski’s statement, in
Stankievech’s video, it is fulfilled through a translation of materials.
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However, the connection to Olitski is only one of the elements
in play in the final work, as Stankievech pointedly argues:

“It’s never been about a beautiful video—this is literally and
symbolically a smoke screen. My work is always about the connections
between site and history and creating a constellation of sources
that would not normally be seen together.”? In this perspective, he
contributes to the current tendency to blur the distinctions between
artwork and exhibition:®* commissioning work (a soundtrack by
artist and musician Tim Hecker), exhibiting a scientific artifact (an
antique specimen of emerald crystal), and producing a special edition
of a classic literary text. These different physical and conceptual
elements are integrated to better extend the scope of the work, while
simultaneously reflecting upon the mechanisms engaged in such
semantic “extensions”. Key elements of the work are presented in a
way that echoes standard museum practices: a pair of purple hued
vitrines embedded into walls, one holding a hand-bound edition of
The Purple Cloud, an early science fiction novel by M. P. Shiel, open to
a specific passage; the other presenting a Chatham emerald crystal
fluorescing under ultraviolet light.

These elements lead the viewer to unexpected, yet related
places. Forexample, by refering to Shiel’s The Purple Cloud, Stankievech
does not just evoke apocalyptic “last man standing” narratives, but
to the fact that as one of the earliest examples of this established
science-fiction sub-genre, The Purple Cloud is set in the arctic. This
underscores the depth of the impact the northern frontier has had on
the West’s collective imagination. (A connection to the fictionalised
north is also apparent with Stankievech’s use of crystals as, among
other things, a reference to Superman’s Fortress of Solitude.)

Despite Stankievech’s wish to minimise its import in the
overall installation, the video itself is the most significant element of
the installation. On a seamless loop, it alternates the vast, blinding
white glare of the arctic with the smothering effect of the purple
smoke screen.” Much the way Dickens used fog as a metaphor for
the negative connectedness of citizens at the hands of corrupt
institutions, Stankievech’s use of smoke can evoke the state of control
implemented by the military-industrial complex,® omnipresent in the
North since at least the Cold War. In this work, the Canadian North
is the stage for the re-enactment of a New York Abstract Expressionist
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fantasy. The North is also the subject of growing concern due to its
geo-strategic value in the current context of global climate change.
What once was a regional issue is now a global one. A similar passage
from local to global can also be found in the history of modern art.
Originally centred on the New York School, Abstract Expressionism
soon came to exercise a near-hegemonic authority over the mid-20th-
century Western avant-garde, turning American Art (including the
post-painterly abstraction of Jules Olitski) into the next step in the
forward march of the canon of Western art history.®

Stankievech has chosen to re-enact an experience of pure
picturality, ironically close to that of the monochrome. (Note that
Greenbergian formalism had no time for strict monochrome painting
in the style of Ellsworth Kelly, Robert Ryman or Brice Marden—it was
considered too close to sculpture and therefore drifted dangerously
away from modernist medium-specificity). But the new context
Stankievech’s work is set in as well as its added reference points
direct us away from a-political modernist pictorial utopias towards
something more telling: how the relationship between the narrative
of history and the site it is connected to can veer into unsuspecting
directions, escaping our perceived mastery over it. To follow these
networks of connections that lay beneath the surface of things, places
and times is potentially dizzying—akin to an altered state. An arctic
landscape becomes a purple cloud that becomes an abstract painting
that becomes a harbinger of the end of days.
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Instant Loveland, 1968 Tate.org, http://www.tate.org.uk/servletViewWork?workid=22047
(consulted August 30, 2011).

Charles Stankievech in an e-mail to the author on July 25, 2011.

See my colleague Lesley Johnstone’s essay “The Exhibition: A Site Where Anything
Can Happen” in La triennale Québécoise 2011 : Le travail qui nous attends, Montréal,
Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal, 2011, p.77-85.

Another feature of smoke grenades is that they mark a location (they may be used
as flares) and also act as a screen, veiling the surroundings from whoever happens
to be in the immediate vicinity.

I discuss the concept of Fog as metaphor in my essay from the catalogue of the 2011
Québec Triennial: “This Modernity” in La triennale Québécoise 2011 : Le travail qui nous
attends, Montréal, Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal, 2011, p.97-105.

See Serge Guilbault’s essential study How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 277 pp.
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CHARLES STANKIEVECH is a Canadian artist who creates “fieldworks.”
He has lectured, performed and shown his work internationally at the
Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal; Palais de Toyko, Paris;
MassMOCA; Musée d’art contemporain de Montréal; International
Symposium on Electronic Arts, Germany; MuseumsQuartier,
Vienna; Atlantic Center for the Arts, Florida; and Venice Biennale
of Architecture. In 2010 his curatorial project Magnetic Norths was
met with critical acclaim. His writings have been included in art
catalogues and peer-reviewed academic journals, such as Leonardo
Music Journal (MIT Press) and 306090 (Princeton Architectural Press).
He is currently preparing a visit to the northernmost settlement on
Earth, CFS ALERT Base, thanks to a residency with the Canadian
Forces Artist Program. A founding faculty member of the Yukon
School of Visual Arts in Dawson City, Stankievech splits his spacetime
between the Yukon and other landscapes.

M.P. SHIEL (1865-1947) wrote some of the most seminal early science
fiction novels of the 19th and early 20th century heavily steeped in
supernatural and scientific romance. A British writer of West Indian
descent, he was crowned on his 15th birthday in 1880 the King of
Redonda—a small uninhabited rocky island in the West Indies. The
Purple Cloud (1901)—Shiel’s most well known novel—is possibly part
of the first “future history” series ever written. Framed as “Notebook
I11,” The Purple Cloud is the transcript of a trance by a woman who sees
into the future. The transcription accounts the apocalyptic future of
the earth where a purple vapour spreads across the globe and wipes
out humanity save for the protagonist isolated by his expedition to
the North Pole.
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MARK VON SCHLEGELL is an American science fiction writer and art
critic now based in Cologne. His novels Mercury Station (2009) and
Venusia (2005) were both published by Semiotext(e), and his novella
High Wichita (2006) by Pork Salad Press. A German translation of
Mercury Station has furthermore been released earlier this year with
the Berlin-based publisher Matthes & Seitz. In 2009 his theoretical
text Realometer: American Romance was published in German by Merve
Verlag, the press that is currently also preparing the translation of
his forthcoming publication, Dreaming the Mainstream, a collection
of essays on art and fiction. Besides authoring these books, his
experimental fiction and criticism appears regularly in art magazines
(Parkett, Arttext, Flash Art etc.) and catalogues—such as Dan Graham:
Beyond, a retrospective co-produced by the MOCA, Los Angeles and the
Whitney Museum, New York. In summer 2011, the CAPC in Bordeaux
exhibited DYSTOPIA—a group show “written by Mark von Schlegell”
that is accompanied by his publication NEW DYSTOPIA (Sternberg
Press).

MARK LANCTOT is a curator at the Musée d’art contemporain de
Montréal.

ANNA-SOPHIE SPRINGER has childhood memories of jet-planes
hitting the sound barrier while growing up in West-Berlin in the 1980s.
With an MA in Contemporary Art Theory from Goldsmiths College
London, today she works as an editor, curator, translator and artist.
At the pioneering German art theory publisher Merve Verlag she has
facilitated books and events by thinkers such as Thomas Hirschhorn,
Michel Serres, Brian Massumi, Nina Power and Héléne Cixous. In
summer 2011 Springer co-curated Ha Ha Road, a touring group show
on “humour as rupture of sense” for QUAD and Mostyn, two public
galleries in the UK. Furthermore, her text art and publication project
TRAVERSALS was exhibited as part of 5X5Castell62011 at the Espai d’Art
Contemporani de Castelld, Spain. She lives and works in Berlin and
loves the Dawson City winter.
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