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“Within Earshot”

Julie Comnick, Zg Gallery, Chicago, IL

he strangeness of banal-
ity and the unseen dangers,
imagined or real, lurking in our
suburban bushes hasn't been
elevated to stylish eccentric-
ity and meaning since director
David Lynch's Twin Peaks tele-
vision series from the early 9is.
Perhaps it is because in today’s
political and social climate the
disquieting nature of the seem-
ingly ordinary is a difficult
subject for an artist to address. 50 many of our worst fears in
contemporary society do seem to emanate from what were tradi-
tionally perceived as sanctuaries—home, neighborhood, church,
school—that the distance required for effective artistic critique
has been uncomfortably reduced. It is, however, precisely because
the boundaries of our personal safety zones have been blurred
that artists need to address how we as individuals read the veiled
signs that allow us to react to disruptions in the protective layers
of our environments. That is why Julie Comnick’s recent repre-
sentational paintings and drawings seem particularly relevant.
Titled “Within Earshot,” Comnick’s first Chicago show reflects
her interest in our lost animal instinct to detect danger. Her eco-
nomic compositions of familiar but odd domestic interiors and
exteriors are laced with the anxiety of individuals and animals
anticipating an impending, but uncertain, occurrence. This is
underscored by Comnick's focus on conveying one of the most
difficult qualities for a representational painter—halting physi-
cal movement. In her oil paintings and charcoal drawings she
deftly captures the incremental nature of indecisive human
gestures and instinctual animal twitches through thin washes of
pigment, slightly blurred contours, and ghostly linear tracings of
her images’ previous stages. Crucial to elevating these techniques
above their potential illustrational limitations is Comnick’s use
of exceedingly large scales for the majority of her works. Painting
and drawing her figures and animals life size, she makes the
viewer physically feel the nervous energy of bodies involuntarily
brought to a state of heightened readiness.

Comnick evokes this bottled
tension most graphically in her
vaporous charcoal  drawings.
Working within narrow wverti-
cal formats resembling hanging
scrolls, she distills her composi-
tions down to a few key elements
to create succinct, enigmatic
parables. In Gamble, a small,
blindfolded girl stumbles peril-
ously close to an active beehive
lying in the foreground. Another
drawing, Jack be Nimble, depicts an older boy climbing up, or
shding down, a rope whose circular end is on fire beneath him.
In both drawings it is the immediacy of Comnick’s application of
crisp charcoal contours and their subsequent rhythmic erasures
that allows her to imbue her works with the various degrees of
threatening spatial disturbances that alert the viewer to the dor-
mancy of their own warning senses.

In her expansive paintings Comnick is more effective in probing
the psychological and physical distances between unseen dangers
and us. In these works, like her drawings, she uses liberal amounts
of negative space to envelop her figures in horizonless worlds that
straddle definitions between interior and exterior, civilized and
untamed. Method for Luring is a painting that is particularly dis-
turbing in manipulating these contradictions. A young girl plays
the flute in a sparsely decorated space. The tranquillity of her pose
seems in stark opposition to the streaking figure of a dog leaping
over an empty reptile vitrine sitting uncovered on the floor. Is the
dog chasing an escaped lizard? Is the girl’s flute playing part of
the attempt to recapture a lost pet? The menacing stillness of the
empty glass case becomes a larger symbol for the invisible walls
erected by the girl's nearby metronome that inserts the discipline
of measured time into the unsettling scene. Unnerving because
we are unable to confirm our fears, Method for Luring conveys
Comnick’s ability to make our eyes dart around the baseboards of
our homes and ask the question we often dread, "Did you leave
the cage opent” @

John Brumetti is a Chicago-based critic and curator.
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