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By John Ewing

A charm of time separates us from the Anasazi rock art
of the ancient Southwest. Scholars try to decipher these

Native American petroglyphs with catalogs and carbon- .
dates, but as history rewrites itself, it may be artists who most :
thoroughly explore these early art forms and the nature of

symbolism itself.
Utlizing ritual symbols as emblems of the unconscious

mind, the Abstract Expressionists were turned on to Native
American and other early spiritual imagery. In the midst of }

social and intellectual upheaval, painters like Robert Delaunay

Wassily Kandinsky and Jackson Pollock drank liberally from 4%
the well of spintual archetypes. They looked back 1n order to ; .-
break new ground, incorporating the creating myth of !

Kokopelli, far-eastern mandalas and everything in between §

into their iconoclastic works.

John Freeman’s recent exhibition of ;

large painting and furniture at the Pri-

mary Object Gallery relies on our famil- §

iarity with these symbol systems.
As with language or mathematics, the root power of any
symbol system is the reliable consonance of messenger and

message. The number “3” must always represent three. If it &
ever means four or five, the symbol system is imperiled. With §

spiritual imagery there are “‘variations on a theme’” but sym
bols only communicate to the extent they are predictable.
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Page 28 Top: "Texas Hill Country” (detail). Bottom: "Homage to Pollock's Blue Poles,* by John Freeman.



Anasazi rock art spans several thousand years
but much of its vocabulary remains constant: the
flute-playing Kokopelli and other kachina figures,
sun signs, the stair-step “cloud terrace.” Within the
tradition, these elements gain communicative power
as they relate, ime and again, to scenes of daily life.
Through repeated symbolism, the relationships be-
tween earthly activities and spiritual concepts were
reinforced.

John Freeman’s painting and furniture designs
borrow heavily from the Anasazi vocabulary, but
they privilege the abstract motives. The large can-
vases contain a solitary gesture, a zigzag line that
mimics Native American “cloud-terraces”, circles
and spirals. Freeman avoids any figurative elements
like the anthropomorphous and zoomorphs central
to a Native Amenican “narrative” (or, for that matter,
any narrative).

Apparently, without these elements there i1s
very little for the zigzagging lines to do. The only
relationship is between these foreground line ges-
tures and the contrasting field. In some of the paint-
ings, the mottled field is light and the gestures are
dark; in others, it’s the reverse. Without the states of
earth and heaven to transcend, without copulation/
birthing’/hunting scenes to enact, these graphic vec-
tors twist about but do not seem to move with any
purpose. Organized in fairly symmetrical arrange-
ments, they lie motionless and mute.

That need not be. In Jackson Pollock’s Guard-
1ans of the Secret, this same relationship 1s a power-
ful visual “totem” for the unconscious mind. Series
upon series of discrete geometric patterns abut and
encase each other. These gestures, inspired by the
very same Native American motives, lie deeply
embedded in densely hued fields of complex color.
The overall effect resonates compellingly with the
work’s ttle.

In Freeman’s case, more is less. The canvases
are jam-packed with these empty gestures, exagger-
ating their superfluity. The color palettes of the
mottled backgrounds alternate between an insipid
wanness and an equally generic, pnimary-hued gar-
ishness.

Left and Right: Details of John Freeman's painting - "Texas Hill Country.”




In the most successful of the exhibition’s
works (a tall rectangular panel entitled Pine
Forest in the High Desert — for Sylvia, one
finds the most expressive element in the entire
show. Amudst all the busyness, there is a small,
amorphous star shape painted in dark blues,
greens and traces of bight orange. This grace-
ful, poignant moment is lost in the rest of the
exhibition’s unedited, slapdash gibberish.
Abstract paintings may address the wander-
ings of the unconscious mind, but painters
should be wholly present when executing them.

John Freeman claims in his “artist state-
ment”’ (did the Anasazi have such a thing?) that
he has “‘always been fascinated and interested
in art that takes on a history and existence of its
own beyond the artist.”’ Is this why the Pnmary
Object Gallery feels like a home for aban-
doned children, a roomful of orphan paintings

miserable to the point of abjection? \/ OICES
of

The notion of a work of art having au-

tonomy is an amusing mind game, but ulti-
mately a cop-out. Art does not have an “exist- AR I

ence of its own” irrespective of and discon-

nected from its creator. That governing quality 715 Camden, San Antonio, TX
. : < - 2 78215 (210) 236253
of ownership (auteurism) is carmed along with
the work. It is embedded in the work even as Publishcrfifdimr
: : ; David M.
the artist moves to other projects. Essayist i\,;,agmg g
Stanley Crouch put it well to Charlie Rose Wi"iamﬁgfilh Jr.
. . ‘ R Assistant Editor:
when he declared in a recent interview, “You William E. Keith Sr.
show your love for your audience by giving Assinus Chaghiine Bijiees:
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your best work, every ime.” Art is the trace of Helena Dalrymple
the artist, his progeny, the embodiment of Ay

Constance Washington

what he desires and believes. Why else would
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Vol. 6 No. 2 April/May 1998
John Ewing
John Freeman

Sources: : Kistel A, Paemte
Kokopelli: Flute Player Images in Rock Art, Roger Welch
Dennis Slifer & James Duffield, Ancient City Walt Zing
PTCSS, Santa FC, 1994. Cover Design

by WK/HD

The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-
1985, LA County Museum of Art, Abbeville
Press, New York, 1986.

Left and Right: Details of John Freeman's painting - "Texas Hill Country.”




