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KATHY HALL, Sensuarly. 1979. 19 x 25 . pastet on paper

Kathy Hall
"ln a tradilional Catholic background you are so involved in

symbol; icon as part of your life - it influences you so
subconsciously." Wilh this statement Kathy Hall synlhesizes
the experiential/ philosophic premises of her art. A symbotcan
function on various levels, frorn alluding to the experience or
concept symbol.zeo io so complete,/ ernbooyrlg what s
signified thal the two are inseparable. A search for a
contemporary means to fuse signifier and signified in a
theological, specifically Roman Catholic sense, ts at the hean
of Hall's art making.

As an undergraduate at the University ot Caliiornia, lrvine,
Hallfound relevanl direction from Vija Celmins, and produced
a series of impressive superrealtsl paintings. During her
graduate study at Clarernonl, 1974,6, she describes hersell
as a "young exislentialist," avidly reading philosophy
Obsessed with understanding how we perceive realiiy
through language, she read Aristolle's Melaphysics,
Schopenhauer, Wiftgenstein and others. ln the paintings
execuled during these years she produced simple single,lwo
or lhree image compositions with captions in lhe desire to
unify visual and verbal abstractions. Her iirst imaoes toward
lhjs eno were pal.n lrees lhe Ca.ttorl,a tcon s,rie quo non_
from orange crate labels lo David Hockney. A good example
of this series is lmage-ldea. 1975, a graphite drawlng
depicting three pairn trees labeled 'lmage,' 'image," and
"image," with arrows poinling from each to lhe words,,palrn
tree" positioned above the word "idea." The signifying
functions ol both visual and verbal thlnking are effec|velv
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presented in th s work b ut the irn ages, the picl ured palm trees
and the written words 'trnage" and 'idea" are very general.

Hall spent the nexl several years ln search of lhe
appropriate symbols for more personal icons which would
meaninglully fuse tmage and idea Pelican images in a 1977
series done in response to Wittgenstein are more ernotjonally
laden than the palm lrees Potentiaiity lot examp e, portrays
lwo helpless baby birds huddled together for comfort, while
Aclualily presents a powerlul, angular image ol a bird in llighl.
n Double Negattve. which depicts a dead pelican with the

caption, "ihal which is not ihat s not," poignanlly
demonstrates the dichotorny belween the dryness of verbal
abstractions and lhe d rect impact effected by a vlsual tmage
oi death ln a theological sense the l e, Dauble Negative
impliesthenonnegativityof dealh which ourcullure hascome
to view as a negalion of lfe, as opposed to a resurrection.

Hall s imrnediate response 10 the intellectualization which
characteriz-.s the graduale sch ool ex perience wasto produce
in 1978 a seres of brilliant and sensual, iconrc, single image
watercolors depicting hibiscus and based on themes oi
rornantic love - The Flln, for example, and Willlng and
Wailing lI was during thls period that she iell stress strongly
lor the flrst time tn her llfe, away lrom the support syslern oi
graduate schoo. One nighl whtle resenlinq the menialtask of
doing the d shes. she exper enced an intuitive insight through
which her resentrnent was transcended. Among the leelinqs
which compr sed this moment was a sense of deep gratitude
for her molher's sacriflcial role throughout the years, and by32



extension lo all mothers. The symbol lor this transcendent
momenl, in which the ordinary was transformed into the
radiant and holy, became the blue plastic gloves she wore
whiie doing the dishes. The subsequent paintings, from i 979
to the present, incorporate symbolic gloves in the presentalion
of religious themes.

The earliesl patntings of lh,s se es wpre execJled in
watercolor. A/as of '1978 portrays a single hand holding a
pdckage of l\,4exican cigarettes whose brand name is Alas;in
Agnostic Act we see two centered hands in a gesture of
prayer. However, as Hall felt that the medium ol watercolor
was inadequale to render the qualily of btue plastic, in 1979
she began a series of pastel drawings, resuiting in one of her
mosl fully realized works to thal time, Sersua/lty, in whlch a
black-gloved hand holds a blue pencit which has just writen
the inscription, "l'm havlng one oi my bouts with sensuality. I

don't know where to draw the line," and ending with a random
scribble. ln contrasl to most of her previous work, this drawing
rs less symmetrical and siable in its composition, tts angulanty
sets up formal and emotional tensions thal are direcfly related
1o the verbal and visual image-content; the melaphoric
handwriling on the wall, the equivocal nature of the message,
the black-glove evoking the wages of sin, death or the devil.

Another work in this series, Ihe Seil presents two
diagonally aligned, black-gloved hands, the right one wri|ng
"'The Self, terrible and conslant, ts for me the subjecl matter of
painting.' Barnell Newman. Love Thy Neighbor as Thyself?,'
An important Iormal innovation in th s series ls Ha l's depiction
of the words in the act of being made, a rnuch more dynamic,
iiving image than the more obiective use of captlons. Likewise
the use of two diagonally posil oned mages charges the
Space more activelylhan the one orthree lmage, Symmetrlcal
compositions of prevous work "ln the back glove Series,"
she says, "l was writing lrom my llfe using rny own language
inslead of the language ol philosophy.'

ln her most recent work Hall is uslng oll paint to create a rich
ground of rntense color blue, red and black onwhichlwo
white gloves are the dramalis personae. ln rnosl works of thts
series she has ellminated words in the pdintings ihemselves,
allowing the richness of the oil color and the symbolic imagery
to carry the expression. Perhaps the most striking of these
paintings is Sacrlf/ce, with ils briliiant red ground, the color oi

KATHY HALL, Space /s a Metaphor lor the Divihe,1, t979 (detail),

passion, both Christ's and ours. The white gloves are in the
same horizonta plane, the lefl making a beckoning gesture
(whlch can also be seen as a Buddhisl mudra) and the right
hand refusing the 'calt" by turning its outstretched fingers
away from the leit. In l\/letaphysics ol Suffering, on a black
ground, the lower white glove seems 1o be offering a rose to
the hand above it, whtch remains halt closed. hesitant to
accept the double edged gift ol beauty and pain. As much as
these dlsembodied white (purity, the Splrii) gtoves function
powertully as symbols, they also have an immediate tangibility
because of the hlgh degree of realism Hall achieves, using her
own hands for models. As in her earlier work. Hall also
presents the white gioves as performances in realspace and
time, so that they ltera ly become living symbols. r
o1980. Melinda WorlT

N4elinda Wortz, Chairman ol lhe Art Deparlmenl al the Universily of
Ca|fornia lrvine and Direclor oi ts art gallery, has conlribuled 10 Arl
News, Attweek and Atl in Amenca.
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