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Whichever way you slice it, the genre of landscape painting is nearly as old as painting itself. In the United States, our great national
school of art was one of landscape—the Hudson River School—that is, until it was succeeded in the middle of the last century by Abstract
Expressionism, a succession in terms of both the sheer scale of its ambitions (and canvases) and its hold on the public imagination. But what
happens to landscape painting when landscape—the natural world—is imperiled? When our environment is no longer a wilderness to be tamed
in the course of Manifest Destiny's empire but is instead a remnant, impoverished and almost certainly doomed, in an empire of technological
glut and rabid consumption?

Eva Lundsager appears to answer such questions with Abstract Expressionism’s means, the personalized mark-making, gestural brush
strokes, and signature compositional strategies that would once have been deemed "expressive,” objective correlatives of the artist’s emotions. Yet
each of her recent paintings and watercolors also features a line running across its width from edge to edge—a horizon—denoting them as land-
scapes, despite a refusal of their abstract marks and swathes of paint to represent.

Low horizon lines characterize a pair of large canvases, In a Broken Dream and Not Nearly Heaven. In the former, above a colorful register in
the lower sixth or so of the painting, a vast, milky expanse soars like the vault of heaven. This gray field feels damp, yet somehow frothy, almost
Rococo, like a ceiling by Tiepolo, and convineingly naturalistic despite a lack of anything identifiably depicted. It may be that the sky, among the
most amorphous and changeable of natural phenomena, lends itself to non-objective rendering.

The sunset hues of the bottommost band suggest a celestial event—one much loved and limned by the Hudson River School painters—
transferred alchemically to the Earth, or a blooming meadow, or, possibly, a conflagration, fiery tongues of red and peachy orange engendering
the wafts of tamped purples and oxblood that rise like smoke from a wildfire. The frenzied paint along the groundline appears to churn up
embers and bits of debris. Dark daubs hover, resembling buzzing bees, or helicopters seen from a great distance. And two knots of snarled, cur-
sive brush strokes bound above the horizon. Are we to construe them as natural occurrences—swarms of insects, puffs of ash—or merely as
painterly incident? Or do they—like the tangles of arms, legs, schematic dust, and vectors of force that indicate cartoon fisticuffs—signify con-

flict, dogfights in the air?
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Similar configurations, in burnt orange and pale violet, levitate just above the horizon, skewered on a spit of blood red in Not Nearly Heaven.
Streamers of red, ocher, ivory, and deep blue twist in the sky on the upper left quadrant as if about to shower confetti on the ground below. But
that ground is crimson, with spiky verticals poking up from a low hill; paint drips flowing upside down, they resemble blasted trees or those crys-
talline chimneys formed by the magic rocks that children grow in water. Other drips ascend in the white-on-white of the upper right of the can-
vas, faintly evoking the spires of the heavenly edifices among the clouds in the painting of Youth from The Voyage of Life, the allegorical cycle by Thomas
Cole, father of the Hudson River School.

Lundsager’s is an art of simile, of likeness, although resemblances remain stubbornly allusive, not representational. And those allusions
tend to be restless, shifting, multivalent. Painted episodes in her canvases usually invoke, by analogy, several things at the same time, from the
realms of both the observed and the metaphorical. This also holds true for each painting as a whole. Not Nearly Heaven and In a Broken Dream are
simultaneously naturalistic and hallucinatory, bucolic and dystopian. The conventions of their compositions and the exhilarating space of their
skies—played off, though they are, against the transparency of their construction as abstractions—clearly refer to nature, and to a pleasant, lumi-
nous, even festive nature at that. They seem to essay the pastoral mode. Yet, beneath God in his Heaven, all’s not right with the world, as the
unnatural tints—sanguine or flaming, respectively—agitated brush work, and intimations of violence reveal. These equivocal visions of fire and
blood under cheery skies suggest landscapes gone awry or battle scenes, fitting portrayals, perhaps, for a time of strife and of nature endangered.
[n fact, we might think of the artist’s large works as contemporary history paintings, allegorizing the momentous events of the day in our most
elevated pictorial language, that of mid-century’s high-Modernist abstraction.

A third large painting, Upgo, has a high horizon under a blue sky. A strand of sandy yellow rises to meet it, atop a gently serrated band of
thin scarlet and navy striations. On the right, two irregular, blackish forms embrace a central area filled with skeins of energetic calligraphies, in
ultramarine above, and in smaller loops of cream below. On the left, at an undulating contour, these meet a more placid region of long, fluid
strokes in a pallid aqua. Lundsager’s orchestration of disparate elements in Upgo creates an image even more recognizable, perhaps, as a land-

scape, in this case a seascape, with waves rolling smoothly in to crash upon the shore of a rocky cove. A dune appears in the background and the
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ebb foams in the front. While its composition approximates that of Frederic Church’s monumental 1857 painting of the horseshoe of Niagara
Falls, Upgo more readily invokes pictures of onrushing ocean waves by Courbet, although it is Courbet by way of a painter like Munch or Marsden
Hartley—symbolic, phantasmagoric, visionary—anything but realist. Its component parts never cohere as a persuasive illusion, staying always non-
representational masses of vigorous marks and bold color; the strange red and blue stripes at the horizon never become decipherable as some-
thing other than themselves.

A series of small canvases, each titled Over Whether, continues to map correspondences between nature and paint. Golden yellow domi-
nates these works, and horizon lines lose their prominence in favor of arrangements of floating blocks of vivid green and red. Ribbons, smears,
tangled balls, and dotted patterns in other colors still hint at things animal, vegetable, and mineral, and copious drips oriented upwards remind
us of growing things pushing towards the light. Looser, washier, more atmospheric than the large paintings, these small works punningly invoke
the ephemeral states, the meteorological "whether,” of their title.

Ascendosphere, a series of watercolor and ink drawings, moves into the psychedelic. Here, saturated, liquid pigment, in all the tints of the
rainbow, stains, soaks, pools, puddles, overlaps, and mixes with the fluid and polymorphous reference to natural structures that the medium pro-
vides. Shape is indistinguishable from color, and each seems in perpetual flux. Applied dots often articulate specific forms or zones. Concentric
or radiating stripes might indicate lines of convection or animistic force. These images are deep, rich, and fantastic, oneiric pictures of a trans-
figured world, whether interior or exterior. One motif stands constant throughout nearly every example of the group, a thin vertical rising to a
puffy, lobed top that sometimes expands to meld with its surroundings. Is it a lone tree, an isolated yet steadfast survivor, a funky sign of hope
in the face of ecological collapse? Oris it a trippy mushroom cloud, the signifier of impending global catastrophe from an era—that of the Cold
War, Abstract Expressionism’s heyday—that, in light of more recent concerns, now seems quaintly naive? In the universe of Lundsager’s art, it is

always both, and neither.

Joseph R. Wolin
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