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Christoph er Brown 

Born in 1951 in Camp Lejeune, N.C., 
Christoph er Brown received his bache
lor of atts deg ree from the University of 
Illinois at Champ aign-Urbana in 1972. In 
1976, he earned his master of fine arts 
degree from the University of California 
at Davis where he studied und er Wayne 
Thiebaud. Brow n lives in the San 
Francisco Bay Area and is currently a 
professo r of a1t at the University of 
Californ ia at Berke ley. 

Since his days at the University of 
Illinois, Brown has investigated the 
evoca tive power of the hum an form. 
While he has explored both abstraction 
and realism, it is the figure that emerges 
as a recurring motif and unifying theme 
in his wor k. 

The paintings featured in this exh ibi
tion spa n the years 1986 to 1990 and 
include exam ples from severa l bodies of 
work. The Strip er's Rise, 1986, evo lved 
from earlier paintings that dep icted the 
image of a figure in wate r. By 1986, 
however , Brown's figures app ear to be 
standin g in poo ls of wa ter with their 
heads bare ly abo ve the surface. Sil
houetted against luminous ban ds of 
color that allude to the ripp ling surface 
of wa ter, his "heads " shift betwee n 
see ming transpa rency and solidity and 
are often echoed by shadowy reflec
tions. These images app ear both dream
like and immut able and are simultan e
ously sensuous and disquieting. 

Black Lan terns of 1987 is from a 
series of wo rks that contain objects 
assoc iated with China. Brow n's depic
tions of paper lanterns (similar wo rks 
feature the heads of Chinese soldiers, 
pagodas, cup s of tea, etc.) are juxta
pose d against red and yellow band s that 
are reminiscent of his earlier "water" 
paintings . Here and there, vestigial, 
head-like shapes and ghostly faces 
pun ctuate Brown 's striated surface. 

For his most rece nt work s, Brown 
used ph otograph s taken durin g the Civil 
War and at Gettsyburg durin g Lincoln 's 
address as his point of depatture . Dis
covered by Brown at the Libra1y of 
Congress , these ph otograph s are laden 
with historical assoc iations, and the 
scenes he depicts are imagined from 
these blun y images . November 19, 1863 
(1989) and Bivouac (1986) feature both 
Brown's predilection for views from ele-
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vated vantage points, and his preocc u
pation with figures in a crow d. 

An aura of solemnity and ano nymity 
pervades these paintings - a sense of 
isolation that crowds of figures cannot 
dispel. Brown 's figures seem to perform 

their assigned duties and fulfill the ir 
app ointed destinies in silence. They 
appea r to emerge from and then dissolve 
into textures and scumbled surfaces. 

His paintings invite spec ulation 
rega rding po litical, social, and aesthetic 
concerns. As John Yau writes: 

"Viewed through Brown's eyes , the 
relationship betwee n the ano nymous 
and the spec ific, the abstract and the 
realistic can also be seen as a larger 
rhyme connecting the Civil War to con
temp oraty society, which must con
stantly stive to avo id war and addr ess 
the dee ply rooted probl ems of a decay
ing pos t-industrial society . By linking tl1e 
Civil War with the prese nt, the a1tist also 
remind s us that civilization is always on 
the brink of crisis, and that once cettain 
forces have been set in motion it may 
be imp ossible to derail them."1 

1. Yau, John , Christoph er Brown , 1989-
1990 catalogue preface, Gallery Paule 
Anglirn, 1990, p . 9. 

November 19, 1863, Christopher Brown, 1989, oil on linen, 104" x 105", 
Collection Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, Museum Purchase, 
The Artne Burnett and Charles Tandy Foundation Endowment Fund 



Viola Frey 

Viola Frey's fascination with the hum an 
figure is a hallmark of her art istic expres
sion. Well-know n for her monum ental 
clay sculptur es, whether single figures or 
figural gro upings, Frey has also produ ced 
a significant body of dynamic, two
dimensional wo rks that are the primary 
focus of this exh ibition. 

Born in Lodi, Calif., in 1933, Frey grew 
up on the family vineyard where bo th 
her grandfath er and father were compul
sive hoarders of junk (old machinery, vic
trolas, television sets, etc.) . Thus, the 
stage was set for Frey's ow n eventual 
assemblage of a vast collection of inex
pensive figurines - objects that would 
serve as a prinu ry source of inspiration 
for her work. 

She began her formal art istic training 
at Stockton Delta College in 1952, but 
transferred to the California College of 
Art s and Crafts in 1953 wh ere she 
majored in painting und er Richard 
Diebenkorn . Three years later, after 
rece iving her bachelor of fine arts degree, 
she moved to New Orleans to pur sue her 
master of fine arts degree at Tulane 
University, stud ying und er Geo rge 
Rickey, Mark Rothko and others. While at 
Tulane, ceramics quickly became Frey's 
favored medium , although painting con
tinued as a major interest. 

"Prob ably what consciously attracted 
me to clay initially was that it utilized the 
disciplines of painting and drawing as 
we ll as sculptur e . It is unlikely that I 
would have moved from my painting 
background into, say, bronze casting. 
The challenge of dealing with paint that 
wo uld , when fired , assume a totally dif
ferent qu ality, intrigued me ." 1 

After Tulane, and a brief period in 
Porchster, N.Y., Frey returned to the 
San Francisco bay area in 1960 where 
she has continued to live and wo rk. 
Since 1970, Frey has bee n a professor of 
art at California College of Arts and Crafts. 

Frey's wo rks on paper vividly demon
strate her prevailing interest in scale , 
color and emotional states . She in1merses 
her figures in a world of objects and 
activity and emplo ys intense color and 
radical shifts in scale to fragment her 
comp ositions. Her drawings express an 
exub erance and sense of invention that 

Viola Frey, studio view, Oakland, 1987 
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more difficult to discern in her sculptur al 
wo rk. 

Recurring motifs in Frey's drawings 
includ e doorways or wind ows (often 
with a grandm other figure peering 

fart ing to us, we exper ience instead a 
sense of unease with their hulking pres
ence and unn atural color. Fire Sui t, a 
male figure from 1982-83, possesses an 
almost menacing quality. Bedecked in a 
suit of brilliant red and orange glaze and 
exh ibiting a harsh stare, he seems to 
have just emerged from the heat of Frey's 
kiln. Her use of color on her sculptures 
imparts an emotionally charged state to 
her figures and emphasizes the interrela
tionship betwee n her two- and three
dimensional work. 

"The use of color on these sGulptures 
increases their dynamic qualities . Their 
interior structure and self-signification is 
intensified ; their exte rior demand on their 
environn1ent and on the observer is 
insistent." 2 

In both her drawings and works in 
clay, Frey 's figures app ear isolated -
seeming victims of the maelstrom of con
temp orary life. They pursue individual 
tasks and thoughts - app arently oblivi
ous to the events swirling around them . through) , images of figurines , classical 

sculptur es and flowe rs. In her two
dimensional works, women are generally 1. 
nud e and are drawn from studio models. 

Clark, Garth, Cracks in the Sidewa lk: 
A Chronological Study of the Art and 
World of Viola Frey, Crocker Art 
Museum , 1981, p. 9. 

Her men , however, are often in suits -
what Frey refers to as "powe r suits." 

Frey 's imposing, larger-than-life figural 
sculptu res transform the spaces they 
occupy and command our immediate 
attention. While their restrained gestures 
and middle-class attire should be com-

2. Ibid, p . 10. 

Essays: Bruce Hartman, director 
Gallery of A rt 

distinguish them from her sculptur es , and Artist Studi o Diptych #7, Viola Frey, 1990-91, pastel on paper, 41 1/ 2" x 59", 
they also reveal a narrative quality that is Courtesy Nancy Hoffman Galle1y , N.Y. 
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