Abstract
artwork
with a
twist
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Scriptures become abstract heirogly-
phics framed by expressive form and
color in the work of Hannah Sand-
burg. Her retrospective exhibit at
Zacks gallery in Stong College fea-
tures forty years of developmental
abstract painting, extending from
her early exterior landscape works to
her most recent interpretations of
the book Ecclesiastes. For the eighty
year old artist, working from a stu-
dio in her Downsview home, paint-
ing is a full time occupation,
demanding both creative spiritual
awareness and the preserverence to
market her own work. While her
exhibit continues in Zacks until
October 10, Sandburg is busy pub-
lishing a book of her work on
Ecclesiastes.

Kirk Stevens, Zacks’ gallery moni-
tor, claims that he’s never seen such a
large audience drawn to the gallery
for an individual artist’s work. Fel-
low of Zacks gallery Merlin Homer

attributes the increased viewership
partially to the fact that the paintings
are framed. In Sandburg’s previous
exhibit, her work was merely

“tacked to the wall,” says Homer.

Born in Israel, Sandburg began
her artistic career painting abstract
landscapes. Although her work tra-
ces continuous transformations in
style, it has retained its abstract qual-
ity. Sandburg gained critical acclaim
in New York, where she lived and
exhibited her work often in the 1950s
and ’60s. 1970 however, marked a
major change in her life when Pro-
fessor Virginia Rock, then master of
Stong College, invited her and her
husband, the late Mordecai Sand-
burg, to teach to York. Hannah
taught Stong tutorials in Visual Art
and the Bible, while her husband
taught on the musical setting of the
Bible.

Sandburg’s visual interpretations
of the Bible began in the 1940s, when
she started to include scriptures in
her painting. she experimented with
different types of languages; English,
Chinese, and Hebrew, to determine
which visual characters of writing
worked best with her painting.
Hebrew proved the most applicable,
and “was closest to (her) heart.”
“Each painting,” says Sandburg, *“is
a complete sentence within the
work.” Since individual sentences in
the Bible cannote different mean-
ings, the composition of each paint-
ing is therefore unique in form,
color, and texture. Unlike Michelan-
gelo, Da Vinci, and other historical
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painters who have explored the Bible
in their work, Sandburg does not
attempt to portray an entire book or
story in a single painting. In the past
fouraty years, she has interpreted
sections from the Book of Ruth,
Genesis, the Book of Lamentations,
Isaih, and Ecclesiastes.

Sandburg’s early exterior lands-
capes use muted pastels in such a
contradictory way that they appear
bright. The central focus in these
paintings is a recurring yellow glow
emanating from the landscape itself.
While color provides an emotional

tional context to these paintings,
their form is rather flat and typical.

The 1950s herailded yet another
development in Sandburg’s work.
She had previously been using fig-
ures with words in her painting, then
began to discard individual words in
favor of using purely color and form
to evoke their emotional content.
Sandburg advises the viewer “not to
look for scriptures but to see the pic-
ture as a whole,” in terms of struc-
ture and color. “It’s a spiritual
work..."” she explains, *“to give to the
people the feeling for and explana-

tion of the text.”

Her 1960s work marks a quantum
leap in Sandburg’s artistic develop-
ment, both stylistically and contex-
tually. These paintings, such as the
“My Image” sequence and “The
End of Days” forfeit inner subtlety
continued on p. 19

Cuban photo exhibit focuses
on dignity of the worker

By DAVID BYRNES

c ontemporary Cuban Photographs,
now on at the Norman Bethune Art
Gallery is a show about the dignity
of ordinary people: musclebound
and tool weilding in the factories at
the heart of the Cuban economy,
and at repose in their everyday life.

The artist is Ivan Canas, who calls
the 50 black and whites on display
“hand made,” and obvioulsy takes
the same pride in his work that he
finds in his subjects.

The photographs are arranged ina
loose fashion that suggests a pro-
gression from death to life, and from
the oppression of the Cuban people
in the past to their hopes for the
future. From a complete absence of
life in the first photograph, “Funeral

Cars,” to the final image of a child

carrying a portrait of Jose Martis in
an Independence Day parade, this
exhibition makes a predictable
enough political statement. But
when the images are taken separ-
ately, as they should be, the message
is transcendent.

*“The dignity of man is present in

each photograph,” Canas explains. .

*“As you can see they are from an
underdeveloped country, and the
poverty sometimes shows, but
always the man has dignity. They are
not rich men, they are ordinary peo-
ple. But they have dignity, I am sure
of that.”

Canas portrays these ordinary
people with an appropriately simple

style. Most of the photographs in the
exhibit are posed portraits, often
with the subject centred in the frame
and directly facing the camera. In
addition, Canas sometimes first asks
his subjects how they would like to
pose. The result is a very posed qual-
ity, but also a definite projection
from the subject to his anticipated
spectator, which is always a projection
of individual strength or enigmatic
dignity.

A fine example of the Canas’ skill

Ivan Canas (pictured right) was on hand at Norman Bethune Art

with this style of portraiture is his
“Trinidad 1.” In this portrait an
aging woman is set distant from the
camera and spectator, standing
alone on a bleak cobblestone road
with the sun overhead casting a short
shadow at her feet. The starkness of
the physical environment, the wom-
an’s blatant isolation in that envir-
onment and her distance from the
camera all suggest her aloneness,
and the serious regard she gives the
camera seems more significant
because of this context.

Contemporary Cuban Photographs
will be showing Monday to Friday,
from 12:00-7:00 p.m. until October
11.

st

Gallery on Monday to open his show. Pictured left, “The Working

Class.”
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