Saskatoon-based abstract painter Jonathan Forrest,

at wark in his studio
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WITH A CUSTOMIZED

COLOUR MIX, ABSTRACT
PAINTER JONATHAN FORREST IS
SEARCHING FOR THE AESTHETIC
ESSENCE OF HIMSELF

The rectangle has become jonathan Forrest's primary shape — beds of
vibwant gcrvlic colour thar he lwvs on the cameas with varying degrees of
thickness aml texture, “The rectanghe 5 2 neutral comaimer for the
colour,” he sayvs, “there’s no meaning or vested interest in the rectangle”
He feels that the rectangle allows the viewer u direct relationship with
the paimting and its coloured surfaces within, of course, the rectangular
camvais. For o show this summes a1 Calgary's Newaones Gallery, Fomest's
Camvises mnge st rom 24 by 32 inches 10035 by 7.5 feel

While Forrest has previously painted in what he calls “splotches” —
solt-eclged] stmipes and other shapes with an almost onganic feeling — it
15 s adberence o hard-edged Torms over the past seven vears thean
muake his paintings readily identifiable

The Saskatoon-hased anist staned using the rectangle as a purely
practical device in 2000, Paintings were based on one big thick shape
Meating on a feld. He riped off dean blocks, and Blled them with paint
heightening the contrast between the [ canvas and the thick glossy
colour. “Plivsicality is what my paimtings ane about,” Formest savs. | like
thee sense of a slab of paint.” By choosing a ‘given’ — the automatic lay-
ouit the shape provides — he is able o focus on the colour and paint
“sucking with the reciangle has made me personalize it,” he says

Forrest's deployment of a common element has evolved o introduce
complexity and radiate 2 painterly conflidence. He imbaes his Mat
expanses with motion and optical shifis — his sophisicated palete and
eve justapose dusding colours, enabling them to infloence cach other
and mewe and dance in space. Colours seem o move forwsd from the
canvis or recede deep inte i

Forrrest calls the colour mnge In bis curment piintings “moee persanal”
than in the past. His work of three o four years ago used priman
colours sirmight oun of the mbe. o recemt work he's refined his colour
pabette and he mixes all the colours himself, though he sl vses simight
ek, Forrest makes much of black by using varving degrees of gloss
anl thickness. His slabs may be up o o quanes-inch thick, and may have 2
glossy sheen or 1 soft mane finish, Against this, he places imnshcen

Dlues, mulianr reds, murky greens, sall yellows, pink. chocolae and moe
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Red Plane. acrylic an canvas, 2006, 48" x 66°

Forrest achieves a bold, playful quality by creating rectangles that are
shightly “off” — with a bit of o il here, a leaning edge there, he eneares 2
mischievous, unsettling quality, *1 like playing with the knowns, the
givens,” he savs. “And then | throw o small woench into that order. 1 like 10
b omdlered, Dut nos too ordered,”

“Fsenee”, “offnes<”, and “undeniable” are words that oceur when
Jomathan Forrest speaks about his work, which grows, he says, [rom the
Modemist tradition — a range of paiming from Brague 1o Pollock. 1ts a -
dition that has had & strong base in Seskatchewan, after the first wave of
Canadian abstract paimters in the 19405, The province had o particularly
strong showing with the ememence of collectives and the formation of The
Reging Five (Renneth Lochbead, Anhur Mckay, Douglas Morton, Ted
Godwin, Ronald Blocre, and near-members, Boy Kivooka and architect
Clilford Wiens)

By the 19005, other forms such as mstallation and pedformance art had
tuken the foreground, and the atention of patrons wnd the media. Rut
ahstract work never really disappeared, and the form has continued 1o
evolve aml redefine iself and grow beyond its misdemist footings
Suskatchewan painter William Peschudoff has been dedicatedly pursuing
absrcion since the l.'.lfl'!n' |4tk ACTLINmg an imternationl repuiation

There's a direa line berween the work of these arests and Formest's
inspiration, and m fact today Forrest often shares billing with Peseluacdofl
amd with painter Robert Christie, Their notable group shows uve included
the Three Generations exhibitions at the Kenderdine Gallery in Saskatoon in
200M, A ATP Gallery in London, Englind i 2005, and ae The Gallery / An
Placement this st April

Fomest did not simply spring from the grasses of Saslhatclewsn as an
abamet painter, He wis bom in Scotland, and emigrted with his Gunily 1o
Suskarchewan when be was 15, Asa ohild be liked drswing, printing and
music, andl a high school an eacher recommended thar e siudy am an the
University of Saskawchewan, It was there thut his path was set, In 1979 amd
1980 he stucdied with Roben Christie, who was a professor theee and would
became Forrest’s most important mesto

“In his teaching stybe, he brought out what you already hied inoyoo,”
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“PHYSICALITY IS WHAT
MY PAINTINGS ARE
ABOUT,"” FORREST SAYS.
“I' LIKE THE SENSE OF A
SLAB OF PAINT.”

Forrest says. He completed both this BFA and Masters
degrees an the University of Saskatchewan, and the profes-
sional refationship between Christie and Forrest has contin:
ped 1o grow, Chistie i his day-joh" emplover, ot The Gallen,
Art Phacement Inc in Saskatoon, where Forrest is the
genenal maniger,
Keenby imvoldved with the Universiy's Emma Eake An
Wirkshops in boreal saskatchewsn since the 19805, Forrest was first a par-
ticipant, and in 2001 became the co-ordinatos. Prairie abstraction conminues
(o thrive o1 Emma Lake as well, and has since the legendary visin of
Clement Greenberg in 1902, and his affirmation of Saskatchewan abstract
art. Forrest hopes thar the next generation sl take aver o keep the tmdi-
tion of Emma Lake alive,

Theugh this summer's exhibition 40 Newzones ts nid Forrest's first solo
show, it i sqgnificant. A full show 1s where both the viewer and the anist
really get imto the full mnge of the work — imo the real substance,” he
says, “My feeling is that | have been dnlling down 1o what I'm about as a
panter ower the last couple of years and this show is o continuation of that
prrogess. 1'moirving (o get o the cone of what T'meabow, in colosr, F'm min-
ing the colour to get 10 the core of 3 personal colour experience.” This is
ihe essence he speaks of. Formest claims no meaning or message in his
paintings — the message, transmined from painter 10 viewer, is the aesthet-
i expenence jsell

While it love of the painter's materiils calls him, living in of mint fasci
nates him, and the process compels him, Formest doesnt worry about Fash-
jom o trends. He acknowledges that painting ltself, negandless of “genne
gowes i andl out of fashion, and that abstmct painting continues to have
detractors and fans, What imterests him more than treends 15 m making s
peinntings “undenialde.” He sivs he hopes that the viewer “can love one of
iy painiings or haie B, bat cannot deny 6.7

George Moppet, & curstor at Saskatoon’s Mendel Gallery, sees Forrest
as un inventive, committed painter who well understands colour and sur-
face and who hus worked hand (o create his own distinctive and evolving
avle. “He's a formidable young painter,” Moppett savs, “He'll continue 1o
prodice stunning works.” [

Jonathan Forrest: Recent Paintings, is on May 12 to June 30 at Newzones
Gallery in Calgary.

Steven Ross Smith is an arts journalist and creative writer based in
Saskatoon, He is the author of Celebrating Saskatchewan Artists.
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