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llen Eagle doesn't shy away from sadness,

fragility, anger; or flesh. She addresses, with-

out hesitation, the range of psychological
and physical states we find ourselves in. Wrinkled,
sagging, raut—all conditions ate illuminated. By
refu sing to yomanticize her subjects, the arust con-
nects with thein, and she paints them in such a way
that we connect with them, teo. The artist hexself
stares back atus from the suface—invioing us 11+
side her studio. into [er world, both extetnal and
internal.

“T'm never tempted to remove a bump from a
nose or a vein fiom dheside of a face,” says Fagle
“I love the shapes of our individuality, our hu-
manness.” Devoted to capturing the huinan figure
as she sces it, Eagle says her complex subject has

Rosiyn and Arturo
(13x12)

Ellen Eagle

The ﬁgure in its endless variety 1s the subject prcedes i
. . Hands in Lap

of an artist’s intense gaze. (above, 12x3)

Seated Nude

. . (at right, 9x7)
By Loraine DeBonis
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everything an artést could wane: foren and color as tevealed
by light, and the full iange of human emotion. “The
human figure has soul, spirte, fear, coutage. famgue, energy.
My paintings develop slowly during a sertes of sittings.
Inevieably, the model’s wind drifts to private theughts,
which iegister onhis orher body. Even when the body 1s
most obviously still, thetes a subde virality As the artist.
1 bring smy ewn emotions into the studio every day. Iwant
ro exract, {tom the nmrzny expressive moments the model
reveals, that which is most ineaningful to me.”

Wichso many clements to otganize on the page,
sinplicity is Eagles goal “T want to observe the cont
plexity of the human presence and express it with s
plicity,” she explains. “For me, simplicity hasio do with
form tevealed in one enveloping light, the large forims
and sclecwed details werking 10 concert to create o neness,
The human presence is f1.0)l of emotional contiadictions,
] oy o hold them ogether in a single I'ght © express
oy emotional response with clarity.”

Drawing:A Starting Point

For Eagle, who actually began college as a music major,
drawing the figute was a vital starting point fou the de-
velopment of her visual arr. She attended the California
College of Ares and Crafts (Oakland), wheie she earned
a degrec in drawig “It was the only program I knew
of i which the drawing department wasn't a subtext
of the painting deparnnent'," Eagle says. “Ar that time,
drawing the figure was my sole interest I wasnt prepared
vo consider color, I was focused on line and value. Now
my eye constantly craves color””

When she reourned to her native New York Eagle
also returned to the Art Students L cague—she first
1ook classes there at age 10~ —10 study life drawing and
painring with sevetal renowned atistss including Flar-
vey Dinnerstein. Although she learned many things ar
the League, the mmost unpottant was: "My work is my
responsibility. I's imy own personal statement and enly
I can doit”” Now that Eagle is herself a teacher at the
League and at the National Academy School of Fine
Atts, she ttes to impart that lesson o her students
“Sume of my studenis begin my class asking to learnto
dowhat I do.Butiny wotk looks the way it does because
of my terperament, because of the way I pocewe 1ny
subjectI do have a very strong aesthetic sense of whatl
respond © in pamnting—I love the elegant and psycho-
logical permaits of Ingres and Eakins, and the simplicity
and light of Vermceer. Those attists and all greatartists
expressed their own peisonal visions. That’s the founda
tion of any meaningful artsstic statement. As ateachert,
1 have no mwerest In acating mimics of ine.”’

AnEvolving Process

As for her process, she's happy 10 shaie techinical knowl-
edge but notes that her process s always changing “1
dont teally know when I start what's going to happen,”
she says. “That's actually the subject of one of my paine
ings, Fach Tie, and Again (on page 33). The painting
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shows me in my usual state of befuddlement at the
casel. Thete’s nor really an exact lincar progression
in my process—I look at my subjectand begin to
record my main mmpressions. Then I assess what I've
drawn, adjust, and address subtler and subtler color
and value relationships, always striving to coalesce
the parts into an overall uniry””

Eagle starts her exploration with a black-and-
white pencil sketch. She then prepares anllustration
board with pumice and gesso. “Ive touched prepre
pared boards; they feel cold and mechanical. I prefer
to make my own.” After she applies a middle tone of
Liquitex acrylic—usually a cool or warin gray—to
het suiface, Eagle starts to apply layers of pastel.
“Students often ask how many layers I use. The an-
swer is ‘asmany as it takes to achieve the color T see!
Sometimes I need just one layer of ene color; more
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Evelyn With Arms
Folded (11x9)

often I need many interweaving layers of several col-
ors. That's what ] love about pastel, the building and
intetweaving of strokes of color.”

Rembrandt, Nupastel, and Grumbacher are her
mainstays, but she also has sticks of various other
brands. Rarely using workable fixative, unless it's to
regain tooth or to correct a mistake, Eagle usually
lets her pastels breathe. Once, however, even aftec she
framed a painting, she found thar she had to go back
and rework something.

Interestingly enough. the painting that expresses
her confusion at the casel s one that Eagle feltcoin
pelled to revisit. “Each time I go to the easel I'm
questioning what I did before, hence the nitie Eadh
Time (sec page 33)," she explains. “T crust the sensa-
tion of doubt. If Thave an intuitive desire to explote

something, I go for 1. but then 1 have to judge ob-
jectively whether et not it worked. That has as mnuch
te do with content as with form: theyre insepara
ble. I had Fach Tine fraimed, but 1 felt unsatisfied, as
though I'd approached the 1dea but hadn’t probed it
fully. There was something missing. I tealized that
my hgure seeined unconnected to the board. 1 took
the painting out of the frame and added the two
drawings taped to the back wall. The papers seemed
1o speak of the artises transference of impulse and
thought to the surface, and completed a composi-
tional circle ¥d been secking, I realized that my pro-
cess of unframing and reworking the painting was an
enactin ent of the painting’s premise, and ] renamed
it Lach Tiine, and Again” (Sce the finished painting at
the bottom of page 33 and on this isste’s cover.-)
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Homage to Parents
Although she often paints self-portraics. a recent
painting proved to be the mostpersonal subject Eagle
has tackled yet—her relationship with her parencs.
“Painting Rostyn and Arturo (see page 29) was an ex-
treinely important experience for me,” she says. “M)-
father died twe years ago. and I realized that I needed
tonake apainting about iy love for hins. I was filled
with gfu'cf over my father’s Ulnessand deathand flled
with awe for my mother’s extraordinaty strength. |
needed to make a painting for them

“Tlooked at photos of 1ny parents when they
were very young, and their kind and gentle natures
were so cvident. In my painting, I portrayed my
mother ) the act of writing as an embodiment of
her focus and industry, and of the wouds of wisdom
she has always iznparted to her family. I portrayed
my father outside because he felt so close to na-
ture.” The arcist posttioned her father turning and
facing toward her because,
she says, “He loved being a
father, I left his shoes pale
because he’s not walking
on the carth anymore,” A
bird—her father's spie
it—fies away, out of the
frame. “I know this sym-
bolism risks great senti-
mentality, but I figured if
ever there was a painting
in which to take rvhat risk,
this is the one.” The bird,
though leaving, faces the
arcists mother, implying
her parents” connection to
cach ocher: You'll also no-
tice that tn the center the
artist’s arms are crossed.
She explains: “Clearly this
picture 1s about my hearrt,
but I didn’t want just to be
touching 1y heart. So ]
had che i1dea that I should
clutch sheer music. To
my eye, tnusical notation
1s beauriful unto itself,
and the sheet music also
relates to my father's en-
cyclopedic knowledge of
music. e brought music
into our home and made
a central part of our lives,
but wnostly the music rep-
resents the intuicate places
in my heart, feelings that
accompany me because of
the kindness tny pavents
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showed me.” To complete the
image, Eagle put a gold frame
around her parents to unite them
and suggest that thewr depictions
are based on tmpressions from
the past—separate from the pres-
entmownent in whichthe artist is
at work in her studia

Life llluminated

Whether she’s painting herself,
peopk she knows well or slighcly,
Eagle says painting from life in
natural light is imperative. Luckily,
her studio, which is in the attic of
her 96-yearold house, has plenty
of northeast light. “I have one
wall that's almosc all windows. and
I'm fortunate to be on che third

Each Time
(above, 23x18)

Each lime, and
Agarn (23x18)
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Mei-Chiae
With Blue Ribbon
[abo\le, 9)(7)

Just Leok (above,
right. 14x8)

floor because when I look oucside, I see
sky and trees. Today's ic’s a bit foggy and
the light 1s just gorgeous.” Other days the
sun proves oo bright and colors appear bleached out,
so Lagle plans to get a ranslucent window shade A
sink, mirror, and model stand complete the space,
and just recently she added a small CB player. “1
geneially work tn complete silence, but sometimes
I'like to work with a particular piece of music chat
feels in keeping wich the tone of my painting, Forin-
stance, when I did Rosbyr and Asturol listened to Rosa
Ponselle (1936-1952) one of my fachers favonte
operasingers.”

When you look at Eagle’s paincings, it’s obvi-
ous that she has found a signatute style. Her images,
strong and subtle at the same time, convey a likeness
as well as the emotions not only of the model but of
the artist. “How did I select my style? T didn't. I just
hold my pastelsandthisis how the work comes out.
I'm looking to tepresent whatel sec. I love what I'see,
and I want to pay tribuce to the beauty and power of
nature, | want to be a witness.”

T hrough her vision she hopes to make us all wie
nesses. 10 help us see ourvelves a little inore clearly “I

want to capture something very specific about my inde
vidual subject, but also want the viewer to recognize
something about him or herself in the paintings. so
there's something universal, as well,” she says. “A cho-
reographer once wld e that when she tried to achieve
somnething uneversal, she ended up with nothing But
whe n she tried to go for things that were specific, she
ended up with things that were untversal. When view
ers look at my work, I want them to tecogneze soine
thing they feel about being alive.” &l

Elles Fagle grew up in StatenIsland, New York. She earned
a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Drawing from what is now
alled the California College of dve Fine Arts (Qakland
San Francisco ) She conunued her studies at the Art Sew
derms League and Namonal Academy Scheolof Fine Arw,
where she now teachies. She has parncipated in exhibitions
at theFrye Are Museum (Seattle) and The Butler Institure
of American Art(Youngswown, Ohio) Her workis repre-
sented by Forunm Gallery (INew York, Los Angeles). Visit

wwwforumgallcry. com for mere informacion.

34

The Pastel Journal « June 2008

All images © Ellen Eagle, courtesy of Forwm Gallery, Mew York,


www.foru111ga1lery.com

	Pastel_Journal_2006_pg_1+2_email
	Pastel_Journal_2006_pg_3+4_email
	Pastel_Journal_2006_pg_5+6_email
	Pastel_Journal_2006_pg_7+8_email

