SHANNON EGAN

A Quiet Absorption: Paul Fenniak s Realism
The cool early morning light casts an eerie stillness over the swimming pool in
Paul Fenniaks painting Short Cut (zoo6). The protagonist, a young woman with

mousybrown hair and a sturdybuild, carries a satchel and hunches forward midstride along the right edge of the pool. She looks toward the background of the

painting, away from the viewer and across the water. Perhaps she is taking a
surreptitious detour through this closed and empty space on her way to school.
Fenniak skillfrrlly captures the bluish dawn, the sun raking across clean, calm
water, the gentle hint of breeze waving the pennants across the width of the pool.
The setting appears ordinary in its comforting, suburban familiarity, but Fenniak's painting depicts an astonishingly haunting and uncannily quiet moment in
the midst of an otherwise normal routine. In anticipation of being noticed, the
girl poses peculiarly. With her crouched stance in this horizontal expanse of
space, where one could not easily hide, the girl attempts to be unseen. Absorbed
completely in either a seemingly innocent adolescent transgression or a more
furtive escape, she nervously avoids any witnesses and is oblivious to being beheld
by the viewer of the painting. This voyeuristic and enigmatic glimpse into a
character's private moment reappears as a common theme in Fenniak's paintings.
His works depict figures engrossed not necessarilyby an action, chore, or conversation; rather the individuals all appear somewhat isolated and consistently preoccupied by thought.
Although Fenniak paints two characters in'summer Night, Iceland (zoo6),
neither one engages the other, nor directly addresses the viewer. The man saunters down a brick ramp onto a patio, and both of his feet float offthe ground. The
young woman also hovers above the path as she leans forward and balances on
the railing. Both figures appear distracted by something out of the picture's
frame. He gazes up at the sky; she peers to her right. The viewer yearns to know
what could be holding their attention and if the two will acknowledge one another. Not only are the two characters divided by opposing gazes, but they also
appear in separate, yet strangely close physical zones. The wall between the walkway and the houses in the background compresses the stagelike foreground of the
scene. The man briskly strides at an astonishingly steep and dynamic angle, made
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action of undressing, the scene is preternaturally still. The window may be open,

but in opposition to the title, the emotional and physical setting does not seem to
allow for any way to escape the tension, conflict, or simply the tediousness of the
couple's domesticity. The closed door at left, the narrow space between the coun-

tertop and the table, and the additional boundaries of the rug and the right-hand
wall form a grid that seems to lock the figures in place.
Almost all of Fenniak's figures affect a vague, distracted kind of looking, one of
inwardness and preoccupation rather than active, engaged seeing. The sitter in

(zoo)

also has a faroff stare and a perplexingly askew facial
With a post-pubescent figure, a furrowed brow, and childlike clothing, this awkward adolescent presses her thighs together and angles her legs
outward to allow for enough clearance to lift her feet offthe ground as she sits on
a playground swing. Her physical appearance seems similar to that of the figure in

Early Morning
expression.

Short Cut, and given the'time of day depicted in each painting, one scene seems to

be a continuation of the other. Such activities in public spaces (sitting on a
playground swing and running past an empty pool), which usually warrant social
interaction, here, in the empty, early morning, underscore the girl's solitude.
Fenniak's girl on the swing calls to mind one of the most famous paintings of a
similar subject, Fragonard's rococo painting The Swing (v6z). While Fragonard
depicts a young woman enraptured in romance, frivoliry sensualiry and sexuality, Fenniak contrasts such gaiety with an anxious solitude. Unlike the girl in
Early Morning, lhe central character in The Swing is not alone; rather, she is
accompanied by a chaperone and secretly flirts with a beau hidden in the bushes.
Counter to Fragonardt lighthearted scene of romance and pleasure, Fenniak's
viewer has no easy access to his character's psyche or an explicit narrative. Instead
of gazingat a companion, the girl in Fenniak's painting obliquely stares at a brick
wall to her left. Although she, too, like several of the other paintings' subjects, is
outside, she is situated in a relatively narrow, compressed space. Corresponding
to the apparent heaviness of her body and, one assumes, mindset, she is not
depicted in motion; instead, she is restricted by stillness.
The emphasis on inward mental states rather than on dramatic action in
Fenniak's paintings echoes-with the art-historical, "antitheatrical" tradition of
late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century painting-the Realist moyement. In Realism, reality is not merely depicted naturalistically. Realist artists, such as Gustave Courbet or Jean-Frangois Millet, painted figures in the midst of concentrating on the immediate task or thought at hand. In contrast to conspicuously and
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