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Life on Mars

Stephen Maine

For much of the last two years, Rotem Reshef has been primarily engaged with a series
of diluted-acrylic-on-canvas waorks she has titled "Imprints.” Characterized by the traces of
industrial manufacture, these paintings mark a significant procedural and conceptual shift for
the artist, whose imagery has for some time related primarily to forms recognizably derived
from the botanical and zoological kingdoms. Reshef has long referred to the transcendent in
her work, and indeed the connection between nature and the realm of the spirit is readily
intuited. But what are we to make of the fact that the “Imprints,” inflected with the visual
forms of technology and industry, are intended to extend and refine that abstract dimension?
We need an expansive conception of the spiritual in order to understand these beautiful,
haunting, altogether worldly works.

Two groups of paintings Reshef developed prior to the "Imprints” series are titled "Deep”
and "Flow," and they presage the orchestration of pictorial elements Reshef achieves with
the “Imprints.” Both bodies of work were painted horizontally on the floor. The materiality of
paint—its physical characteristics and behavior as a synthetic polymer in a fluid state—is the
basis of the "Flow" works. Among their swirling veils and coursing rivulets of color, dislodged
particles of dried pigment appear as granular deposits, subject to the movement of paint
but also interrupting it, slowing the viewer's eye. In the "Deep” paintings, multiple washes
of thinned paint tend to pool at or near the center of the canvas, where their various hues
additively yield a dense, chromatically saturated ovoid shape that suggests deep space—a
vortex or a wormhole—even as it functions pictorially as figure to the ground of the transparent
chroma surrounding it.

In both the "Flow" and "Deep” paintings, the examples of Morris Louis's and Helen
Frankenthaler's pouring techniques can be sensed as formative motivations. With the
"Imprints,” however, Reshef has fully absorbed the influence of the great American color-field
painters, turning their approach to process to very different ends. While, as before, Reshef's
working method is much about control and release of the painting's forming materials, direct
"touch” is nowhere evident, as her manual contact with the canvas is mediated not by the
usual painterly prosthesis of the brush but rather by sheets of polyethylene in various forms,
and by time. These sheets, used for protection in packing paintings and therefore ordinarily
the outer surface or "shell” of the artwork, becomes a leading protagonist. The artist places

these various plastics into pools of liquid color, adjusts their position as needed, and waits.



In tandem with Reshef's manipulations, the plastic shifts and buckles unpredictably as
it settles into the thin, wet paint, leaving a complex matrix of eccentrically shaped bubbles
and interstices. In the early stages of evaporation, changes in surface tension induce some
particles of pigment to migrate toward the edges—that is, toward the plastic—darkening the
outer contour of the area when fully dried, and adding emphasis to the boundaries of these
arbitrary shapes. This effect is specific to water-based media such as acrylics and watercolor.
The sharp creases formed when the plastic sheet was originally folded for packaging remain
evident; their imprint often forms parallel striations that run from side to side or top to bottom
of the composition, in some places extending to the edges.

The visual parallels between the new paintings and the world of biological organisms are
less immediate than in Reshef's previous work, though they do persist; there is sometimes
the suggestion of clustered internal leaves or buds, or perhaps the scales of some loricate
creature. A staggered grid of small circles, formed with the aid of commercial bubble wrap, may
remind viewers of a beehive. But resemblances to crystals, strata and sediment are equally
strong, and in general the paintings shift between the artificiality of the original industrial
packing materials and a more organic or fabric-like textural trompe-l'ceil.

As distinct as the "Imprints” are from the artist's previous series, there is a certain continuity
as well. Echoes of the "Deep” paintings resound in the rich, pulsating Endless Possibilities
(pp. 46-47), in which regions of transparent blues, greens and alizarin crimson build to a
crescendo in the pungent purplish midsection. Here the additive layering of discrete hues
results in an optical blending of color that is quite different in spatial effect from the mixing
of wet-into-wet.

Significantly, however, while the previous series were developed by adding layers of paint
to form the final image, the “Imprints” are realized through the partial removal of paint—they
allude to mark-making by presenting its absence. Reshef seeks to depict the act of painting
by its most minimalist presence, like adding a whisper to a data-overwhelmed world.

In “Imprints,” as in her “Deep” and “Flow" paintings, Reshef is indebted to the historical
movement of Process Art that emerged during the mid-to-late 1960s, and which scrutinized
the circumstances, apparatus, and duration of the making of the artwork while embracing
chance as a compositional device. At its most extreme, Process Art dispensed with any final
material result, or disowned it as irrelevant. Reshef certainly isn't indifferent to her results,
but she is very much immersed in the process of "correspondence” with her materials, as

often they guide the painting's developmental arc. Her reliance on the physical properties

Shameless Yellow, "Deep,” 2014, diluted acrylic High Tide, "Flow," 2014, diluted acrylic on canvas
on canvas, 60x70in / 152x178 cm 60x72in / 152x183cm

and chance behavior of her materials links her to such antecedents as Robert Smithson's
Asphalt Rundown and Glue Pour (both 1969). Of course, Smithson controlled—indeed, he staged
—the range of chance in his land art/performances, just as Reshef is intent on delimiting and
controlling the arena in which she acts as a painter. The authorship of chance operations
is itself a paradox, but suffice it here to note that the extent to which Reshef relinquishes
intentionality in favor of a let's-see-what-happens attitude is always in play, underscoring
a complex relationship between the ego of the maker artist and the field of forces within
which she operates. Reshef conceptualizes this procedure as “the magic of putting aside all
the noises and letting the subconscious or the inner self take over... in a way, letting the
unknown or undetermined speak."

Hence mediation or interference from the artist's ego is suppressed, in favor of the
imperatives of "the materials—my partners.” She repeatedly reuses the same plastic sheets,
sometimes transferring leftover areas of dried paint between canvases. ‘I love this movement
of memories or remnants from one painting to the next,” says Reshef. She may work on a given
painting once, twice, or several times, but she never deems it a failure, not worth keeping.
She continues layering "imprints” until the work is resolved.

Intentionality is mediated through the behavior of materials: the wet canvas, the diluted
paint, the plastic layering. The viewer will not see any marks of a brush or drawn lines,
since there are no underlying or preconceived structures. There is a broad compositional
shaping—Reshef may anticipate that a sharp crease in the sheet of plastic might eventually
yield a more-or-less straight line, or that a section of bubble wrap will leave a staggered grid
of small dots—but otherwise, mark-making is largely a matter of chance.

The “Imprints" are indexical, to use a well-worn term; there is a one-to-one correspondence

between the marks of the painting and the objects used to make them. Implying the presence



(and eventual removal) of actual, concrete things, they relate to Leo Steinberg's formulation,
outlined in his essay “Other Criteria," of "the flatbed picture plane,” in which, for example,
“Louis' Veils acknowledge the same gravitational force to which our own being in nature is
subject."" And this accounting of painterly lineage must also nod to Jean Dubuffet, whose
"Empreintes"” or (English offers no suitable translation) monoprints are recalled, in particular,
by the minutely detailed surface and graphic quality of Reshef's Imprint #48 (p. 33), and its
intimation of invented topography.

Painting, for Reshef, is "the purest way to be one with myself and the universe."” The
fascination of producing something in the isolation of the studio that connects in a significant
way with the world outside is what keeps many artists going. To find a way of working that
yields objects that are both statements of personal belief and links in a larger chain of visual
culture is in itself an enormous achievement. One can imagine Reshef's reaction in pulling
the plastic shroud from Winter is Coming (p. 25), for example, and beholding an iteration of
her nascent pictorial idiom that speaks to fundamental feelings—about shorter days, colder
nights, imminent hardship, and human insignificance in the context of the cosmos.

How does abstract painting convey meaning? What do an artist's decisions about her
process and materials tell us about her view of the world? What does the behavior of a sheet
of polyethylene, as it comes into contact with water, imply for the way we assign significance
to apparently arbitrary visual incidents occurring on an expanse of stretched canvas?

Content arises from form in many ways other than by depiction, of course, but the viewer's
subjective associations with the forms embedded in Reshef's paintings may be triggered by
the involuntary memory of images and other visual phenomena. For me, the “Imprints” have
an archeological flavor; they suggest the aggregation of partially preserved artifacts of the
endeavors of earlier civilizations. In an era of online archives and a one-inch-deep layer of
simultaneous data search, her paintings evoke the earthy presence of real-world digging sites.

Imprint #85 (p. 40) is one of the artist's personal favorites, and she considers it among
the most elevated of her recent works. At 180 centimeters high, it is roughly the size of an
adult human. It bears the faded image of a length of a nylon sheet in an extremely pale tint of
ochre; through chromatic contrast, a fringe of blue and alizarin, melding into purple, enhances
its otherwise ghostly appearance. The relative restraint of the palette—the near-absence of
saturated hues—is consistent with a conceptual, ascetic approach that would resist sensual
pleasures such as spectral color. As in all the "Imprints,” the surface of #85 has a beguiling

tactility that ensures this encounter with the void is anchored in the phenomenological world.

A gap in the paint surface divides the canvas into an upper and a lower section, a
compositional device that Reshef uses in many of the “Imprints.” It recalls Mark Rothko's mature
work in its search for the sublime, but while Rothkao's pictorial approach to the unrepresentable
experience of the infinite involved vast, immersive scale and abstract form, Reshef insists on
the primacy of humble materials in depicting an absence. She groups together the overlooked,
remains, traces and leftovers, while always reminding viewers that these are the foundations
of her paintings. Reshef's work might recall Christopher Wool's "gray paintings,” which play
with depth and flatness by building imagery via gestures of erasure, in a constant tension
between what we see and what has been left out. While Rothko represented a void by adding,
Wool and Reshef represent absence by reduction and removal. Further, by presenting the
unseen elements of any artwork that participates in the commodities game—the unmeasurable
time, the protective wraps that keep the art in pristine condition while helping maintaining
its financial value—Reshef broadens the circle of contributors to the art-making process and
includes the voices and beauty of those who are not often “in the picture."’

Painted panels and stretched canvases have been thought of as metaphorical windows
since the Renaissance—likewise the frescoes of ancient Pompeii—but the textual supplement
of a title such as Frost (p. 16), which Reshef provides for a smallish, icy-fingered painting in
shades of cool blue, suggests that the condensation on this particular window has frozen.

Content is a function of scale, as well. The extremely compact Sharp (p. 45) has an impact
that can be described as "penetrating.” A purplish-burgundy, bandage-like latticework,
overlaying alizarin and yellow at the edges, yields the center to a pungent green area with a
bubble-induced interruption of the emulsion that resembles a puncture. The painting would
function differently at a larger size, and—even with its evocative title—would likely lose such
a visceral reading.

Life on Mars (p. 27) has a mind-boggling flexibility of scale. Its layers of transparent mineral
colors—ochre, sienna, cadmium red—contribute to an overall sensation of the kind of orange-
ish hues familiar from the images of the Martian surface beamed back from NASA's rovers.
Some of those images sent by Curiosity, a rover the Jet Propulsion Laboratory placed on the
red planet in 2012, suggest evidence of ancient "microbially-induced sedimentary structures.”
Such microbial colonies are among the earliest ecosystems on Earth, and the confirmation
of their former existence on Mars would upend the idea that life as we know it is strictly
terrestrial. Reshef's painting toggles between bacterial and planetary scale, drawing pictorial

power exponentially greater than its modest physical size.



And the artist's choice of mundane industrial materials to convey all this, rather than
the conventionally beautiful forms of the natural world, has enormous significance. The
point of using them might be that the potential for beauty and transcendence Reshef seeks
is manifest in all things, however ordinary. Plastic films are produced from hydrocarbons
such as crude oil and natural gas liquids, and Reshef is intrigued by the fact that her studio
activity is thus linked to prehistoric geological processes. A painting such as Grey Garden
(p- 19). which evokes imaginary mountain ranges, deserts, and bottomless black seas, alludes
to its own material origins.

If the spiritual dimension is characterized by an underlying oneness, not only of all beings
but of all things—all matter—Reshef's paintings inhabit that space. But the digital era has
changed art's relationship to the physical objects and situations of everyday life in ways that
Steinberg could not have foreseen; those objects and situations now lead double lives. In
her paintings, Reshef responds instinctively to an age of virtual reality, of online avatars and
desktop aliases, of digital ideation and its analog incarnation realized by 3-D printing. The
representation of the thing is indistinct from the thing itself, and the difference between the
original code and a copy may not matter at all. With the "Imprints,” Reshef implies that if even
a trace of our flesh-and-blood, bricks-and-mortar world makes its way into the technology
that determines the tempo of twenty-first-century life, there we will find ourselves letting

the unknown speak.

All quotations from the artist are from an exchange of emails with the author in June, 2016.

Leo Steinberg, "Other Criteria." Reprinted in Other Criteria: Confrontations with Twentieth-Century
Art. New York: Oxford University Press, 1972.

il The author thanks Sagi Refael for pointing out the relationship between Reshef's work and that

of Wool, as well as Reshef's subtle critique of commodity art.

Stephen Maine is a painter and a writer working in Brooklyn, New York.
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[p- 1]

[pp. 12-13]

[p. 14]

[p. 15]

[p. 16]

[p- 17]

[p. 18]

[p-19]

[pp. 20-21]

[pp. 22-23]

[p. 24]

[p. 25]

List of Works

All works are diluted acrylic on canvas unless otherwise stated

United, 2015
12x12in / 30x30cm

Imprint #36, 2015
28x24in / 70x60cm

Velvet Duo (diptych), 2015
60x96.5in /152x245cm

Imprint #47, 2015
47x59in / 120x150cm

Flora, 2016
12x16in / 30x41cm

Frost, 2015
20x16in / 51x41cm

Wonderland, 2015
24x20in / 61x51cm

Woodland, 2016
47x59in / 120x150cm

Grey Garden, 2016
35.5x27.5in, 90x70cm

Grey Garden (detail), 2016

Diptych 1, 2015
48x120in / 122x305cm

Diagonals in Space 2, 2015
16x20in / 41x51cm

Winter is Coming, 2015
60x48 in / 152x122 cm

[p. 2¢]

[p. 27]

[pp. 28-29]

[p. 30]

[p. 31]

[p. 32]

[p. 33]

[p. 34]

[p. 35]

[p. 36]

[p. 37]

[pp. 38-39]

Bubble 5, 2015
16x20in / 41x51cm

Life on Mars, 2015
16x20in / 41x51cm

Bubble 1, 2015
20x24in / 51x61cm

Blue Mark, 2015
24x275in / 60x70cm

Holiday Season, 2015
20x16in / 51x41cm

Imprint #87, 2015
47x35.5in / 120x90cm

Imprint #48, 2015
12x9.5in / 30x24cm

A Walk in the Sun, 2015
59x47in / 150x120cm

Settled Down, 2015
diluted acrylic and
mixed media on canvas

12x12in / 30x30cm

Ecosystem, 2016
59x47in / 150x120cm

Magenta Cloud, 2016
59 x 47in /150 x 120cm

Desert Colors (triptych), 2016

79x150in / 200x380cm

[p. 40]

[p- 41]

[pp. 42-43]

[p. 44]

[p. 45]

[pp. 46-47]

[p. 48]

[p. 49]

[p. 50]

[pp. 52-53]

[p. 54]

[p. 55]

[p. 61]

Imprint #85, 2015
71x32in / 180x80cm

Imprint #40, 2015
59x47in / 150x120cm

Foreign Land, 2015
39.5x79in / 100x200cm

Imprint #83, 2015
63x43in / 160x110cm

Sharp, 2015
8x8in / 20x20cm

Endless Possibilities, 2015
31.5x71in / 80x180cm

The Royal Piece, 2016
47x5%9in / 120x150cm

A Butterfly Touch, 2016
55x31.5in / 140x80cm

Over & Over, 2015
8x8in / 20x20cm

Traces (detail), 2015

Traces, 2015
59x71in / 150x180cm

Growing, 2016
71x31.5 in / 180x80cm

Imprint #81, 2015
63x43in / 160x110cm
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Breeze, "Flow," 2003, diluted acrylic on canvas High, "Deep,” 2014, diluted acrylic on canvas
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