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Artists Space is very pleased to present Margaret Nielsen’s first solo exhibition in New York City. The
exhibition, a survey of her work spanning a fifteen year period, amply and beautifully demonstrates her deeply
grounded obsession with nature, an obsession which manifests itself in a curiously idiosyncratic approach to
landscape painting. The works in the exhibition offer the viewer a fresh perspective on the genre and invite
us to challenge commonly held ideas about the history of American landscape painting. By contrasting her
appropriated versions of the romanticized landscape with her own version of contemporary vernacular
iconography, the works also suggest contemplation and meditation on the current state of that landscape.

I would like to thank Margaret Nielsen for her inspired challenge and the beautiful pictures. Over the years
Avrtists Space has invited colleagues from across the country to select artists in their area to develop projects
or exhibitions for our galleries. Our thanks go to Thomas Rhoads, Executive Director of the Santa Monica
Museum of Art, in California, for choosing Margaret Nielsen and for his considered and insightful essay. As
withany project, many individuals, besides the artist, are responsible for ensuring its appropriate presentation.
In this regard | would like to thank Artists Space’s Programs Coordinator and Technical Director, Gary L.
Nickard and Ken Buhler, respectively, as well as the rest of our small, yet extremely resourceful and graceful
staff for their various contributions and unwavering support.

This exhibition has been made possible, in part, with generous support from the Museums Program at the
National Endowment for the Arts, a federal agency.

Carlos Gutierrez-Solana
Artistic/Executive Director

Artists Space programs are made possible, in part, with public funds from the New York State Council
on the Arts, The National Endowment for the Arts (a federal agency), the New York City Department
of Cultural Affairs and Materials For the Arts (a program of D.C.A. and the N.Y.C. Department of
Sanitation). Additional assistance is generously provided by artists, individual members and friends and
the following Foundations and Corporations: The Milton Avery Foundation, The Bohen Foundation,
Chase Manhattan Bank, Consolidated Edison Company of New York, Inc., The Cowles Charitable
Trust, The Dover Fund, Inc., The Foundation for Contemporary Performance Art, Inc., The Horace
W. Goldsmith Foundation, The Greenwall Foundation, The Heathcote Art Foundation, The Jerome
Foundation, The J.M. Kaplan Foundation, The Dorothea L. Leonhardt Foundation, Inc., The Joe and
Emily Lowe Foundation, Inc., The Menemsha Fund, Merril Lynch & Co. Foundation, Inc., The Joyce
Mertz-Gilmore Foundation, The Morgan Guaranty Trust Company of New York, Paine Webber, Inc.,
Phillip Morris Companies Inc., Betty Parsons Foundation, The Mark Rothko Foundation, Inc., and the
Tasap Trust; as well as galleries in support of Artists Space. Artists Space is a member of the National
Association of Artists Organizations (NAAQO), and the National Alliance of Media Arts Centers
(NAMAC) and Media Alliance.
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CHECKLIST OF THE EXHIBITION

(Height precedes width. Unless otherwise noted, works are lent by the artist,
courtesy of AsherFaure Gallery, Los Angeles, California).

|. Merced River, Yosemite Valley, 1991
54" x 72", Oil on canvas

2. Passing Storm Over the Sierra, 1991
24" x 30", Oil on canvas, lent by Mike Finney, Topanga,
California

3. Citadel, 1988

15" x 12", Qil on panel, lent by Rebecca & Jeffrey Berkus,
Austin, Texas

4. Correspondence, 1988
10" x 8", Oil on panel

5. Disguise, 1988
7" x 5", Oil on panel, lent by Daniel Wheeler, Los Angeles,
California

6. Juncture, 1988
15" x 12", Qil on panel

7. Second Nature, 1988
5" x 7", Oil on panel, lent by Denise Domergue, Los Angeles,
California

8. Lure, 1987
5" x 7", Oil on panel

9. Brink, 1986
4" x 5", Oil on panel, lent by Pamela Leeds, Los Angeles,
California

10. Downstream , 1986
4" x 5", Oil on panel

| 1. Betrayal, 1984
5" x 4", Oil on panel, lent by Jaqueline Stuart, Los Angeles,
California

12. The Hadlock Motel at the Gateway to Death Valley,
1977, 16" x 20", Acrylic and gouache on paper

13. Secrets of the Pyramids, 1977
16" x 20", Acrylic and gouache on paper
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and of Manifest Destiny. Nielsen’s attention oscillates between these two polarities; in one instance, she
participates in the romantic conception of nature where man is subsumed by natural forces. By contrast, she
exhumes picture postcards and Bierstadt paintings which depict an idealized and imaginary landscape, a
landscape shaped more by missionaries, land speculators and real estate agents. In Nielsen’s rendering of
these scenes, images of the landscape are coupled with malevolent elements which add an ironic or subversive
note.

This survey of Nielsen’s work covers a fifteen year interval and includes work that falls into four distinct
periods. Two paintings from 1977, Mystery of the Pyramid and The Hadlock Motel at the Gateway to Death Valley,
are characteristic of a body of work spanning the years from 1969 to 1981 which are modest in scale and
compositionally spare with one or two elements precariously positioned in an otherwise empty space.
Works from this period are most often drawings or sketches which Nielsen has borrowed from other
sources, such as picture postcards. In effect, Nielsen’s renderings of the cards are reproductions of
reproductions—paintings of photographs of scenes exchanged between correspondents. In Nielsen’s
version, however, a sinister element has been introduced such as with the fires in Hadlock Motel, or the spurs
onalarger-than-life cactus leaf in Mystery of the Pyramid. Nielsen interrogates these antique images of nostalgic
settings with images that transgress their borders and upset the tranquility of the scene.

Beginning in 1982/83, Nielsen’s work makes an abrupt shift as she turns her attention to oil painting. The
pastel-like palette of her earlier work is now replaced by torrents of paint portraying menacing whirlpools,
terror stricken animals and an antediluvian parade of helpless creatures. The canvases and works on wood
are invariably monochromatic in tone and energetically rendered in quick bursts of paint where the gesture
of theartistis always in evidence. Although most of the work from this time is not represented in this survey,
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and is somewhat larger in scale than the work from
the later 1980’s, there are two inclusions which
capture the spirit of this pivotal period. In Betrayal
from 1984 and Downstream from 1987, both only 4"
x 5" in dimension, Nielsen utilizes a vocabulary of
images which are omnipresent in the work from
1984 to the end of the decade. Ladders and rope,
swings and Greek columns, snakes and stags are set
within a primordial landscape in which the human
presence is only hinted at.

In the work from 1984 to 1989, Nielsen develops a
series of mysterious small-scale paintings of wilder-
ness scenes. A sense of passage is implied by the
recurrent images of an empty canoe and campfire
scenes without campers. Repeatedly, Nielsen draws
upon a few stock images, which then become a part
of a complex vocabulary of images alluding to magic,
transformation and unconscious states. In Nielsen’s
world, the image of fire is an agent of change, a
transformative medium that turns one thing into

Second Nature, 1988
5" x 7", Oil on panel
lent by Denise Domergue,
Los Angeles, California

1. Many of the ideas presented in
this essay are based on the origi-
nal research of William R. Hack-
man, an art historian and critic
living in Los Angeles. Together
with curator/teacher/artist James
Starrett, Hackman is preparing
an essay to accompany a forth-
coming retrospective of Marg-
aret Nielsen’s work at the Santa
Monica Museum of Art. 2. Ibid 3.
Ibid.

another. Moreover, water imagery alludes to the
unconscious and connotes a passageway that has
depth and the capacity to obscure. Earth and airare
also indicated through the omnipresent image of
terrain and veils of mist and/or shouldering camp-
fires.

For Nielsen, these paintings represent a kind of
“camping trip through life,” ones solitary journey
through the conscious and unconscious. The recur-
ring images of fish, snakes and stags are chosen with
the same deliberation, and are employed as symbolic
agents of transformation: the fish, because of its
ability to navigate down into the water and return to
the surface; while the snake and stag signal the same
state of transformation and rebirth through the loss
and return of scales and antlers. Nielsen’s use of
these symbols has, as its basis, a precedent in Jungian
psychology and the interpretation of dreams.? In her
hands, these darkly evocative paintings become a
psychological portrait which take on a transcendental intensity. In this work, she charts the mysteries of a
psychic wilderness—a fantastic world of “material dreams and fearful symmetries.

Five paintings from 1988 are representative of this period and included in this exhibition. Each is relatively
small in scale and carry discursive titles like Disguise (7" x 5"); Correspondence (10" x 8"); Second Nature (5"
x 7"); Citadel (15" x 12") and Juncture (15" x 12"). In each there is a sense of impending doom or apocalypse.
Ambiguity is also always present in this group of paintings, as in the case of Juncture, one of the few paintings
from this period to utilize a human figure. Itis unclear whether the individual is man or woman, is embracing
or in combat with the upright tiger.

Nielsen’s use of the human form in Juncture prefigures its increasing frequency in her paintings from the early
1990’s in which she confronts the legacy of 19th Century landscape painters, specifically the grandiose
achievements of Albert Bierstadt. Nielsen’s appropriation of Bierstadt is not unlike her use of picture
postcards in that she is recreating images twice removed from their natural source. Again, Nielsen uses a
familiar strategy by superimposing advertising images over her recreation of these idealized Bierstadt
landscapes. Here, the juxtaposition is even more jarring, however, than with the earlier picture postcards.
Images of the clown in Passing Storm over the Sierra and the marriage portrait in Merced River, Yosemite Valley,
are out-takes from advertising copy and epitomize both the deceit and tricksterism of Madison Avenue. In
Passing Storm, the clown is the archetypal magician whose presence foregrounds the approach of storm clouds
and an impending downpour. In Merced River, a photographer with a large box camera prepares to capture
ayoung bride posed against a backdrop of the Merced River in Yosemite. As with her early picture postcard
works, Nielsen attempts to capture nature, both in the physical and psychological sense, and makes it yield
to the dictates of a culture that has long forgotten its primordial past.

Thomas Rhoads, 1993



(above)
Citadel, 1988
15" x 12", Oil on panel
lent by Rebecca & Jeffrey
Berkus, Austin, Texas

(on cover)
Passing Storm Over the
Sierra, 1991
24" x 30", Oil on canvas
lent by Mike Finney,
Topanga, California

In a career spanning the past twenty-five years, Los
Angeles artist Margaret Nielsen has helped revitalize
the genre of landscape painting. Operating outside
the mainstream and in opposition to many of the
conventions which have come to characterize con-
temporary Los Angeles art—the assemblages of Ed
Kienholz; the fetish finish surfaces of John McCracken;
and the light and space aesthetic of James Turrell—
Nielsen has developed a highly idiosyncratic and
personal vocabulary of symbols which underscore
her interest in the idea of Nature, particularly from
the vantage point of a transplanted Canadian living in
the American West. While other more prominent
Los Angeles artists have worked with similar subject
matter (Ed Ruscha, Vija Celmin, Joe Goode and Llyn
Foulkes), Nielsen invests her subject matter with a
much greater emotional load.

Nielsen employs a variety of iconographic and stylis-
tic means to confuse the relationship between image
and object, fantasy and reality, and nature and cul-
ture. Waterfalls tumble out of one picture into
another, canoes float in mid-air while a snake hovers
overhead, and a wedding portrait is being taken
against the backdrop of the Yosemite Valley while a
cadaverous bride looks on. Though reminiscent of
such divergent sensibilities as Rene Magritte, and
Albert Bierstadt, Nielsen’s work suggests nothing so
much as a private realm where basic elemental
forces—fire, water, earth and air—have become a
source of fantasy and mystery. Objects defy not only
the laws of gravity but the spatial limits imposed upon
them by the artistand our own expectations of them.
Nature and its representations conspire to resist culture’s efforts to control them and their meanings.’

Nielsen’s obsession with the landscape is rooted in her own personal history and nostalgia for a universe
unmediated by human presence. Born in Western Canada (the daughter of a “Mountie”) and raised in
California, Nielsen has had a lifelong fascination with the landscape. From the outset of her careerasa 1960’s
San Fernando Valley high-school studentattending classes at the legendary Chouinard Art Institute—and later
at the California Institute of the Arts from which she graduated in 1975, Nielsen has drawn her inspiration
from the landscape, and from two vastly different images of the West—Canada and California.

Nielsen’s memory of Canada is of an evanescent wilderness redolent of mystery, magic and of the unknown.
Her associations with California are more ironic and steeped in a consideration of the mythology of the West

Brink, 1986
4" x 5", Oil on panel
lent by Pamela Leeds,
Los Angeles, California
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