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during numerous ‘research’ trips to Canada from his previous
residence in Switzerland. The shides were then randomly

chosen and thewr mtormation translated onto the paper with as
little interest in individual personalities as possible. There was
to be no discernible hierarchy of images; no importance at-
tached to the degree of ‘finish® of individual portraits or to the
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number of times a person appeared. Apparently, the overall
concern was that of style; the decisions were formal, aesthetic.
In the production of this work, then, face followed lace in a
relatively haphazard fashion, and the scroll ended. after two
vears of prodigious labour, only because the arbitrary deadline
for the exhibit had arrived.

The result is all very arty, in a populist way. Visages tull of
shiny highlights or deep shadows, like those a camera flattens
into indeterminacy. are followed by speedy contours and
cut-out profiles. Sometimes a written text is scrubbed out or an
attempt at decoration has been reconsidered - MacKay's own
self-consciousness compels him to ham it up visually when
things get too earnest. The style alludes to movie-poster art
and similar device-ridden aspects of commercial image-
making, which should engender a certain cevnicism i the
viewer. Yet, strangely, these candid portraits have the feel of
real people caught in the act of being, not posing: the expres-
sion of alert anxicty on Brenda Wallace's face, tor example, or
the softly pastel respect accorded to Doris Shadbolt's wrinkles.
MacKay (or, more properly, the slides Irom which he has
drawn his information) has been flattering o some, unkind to
others, but nearly all the portraits are enlivened by a genuine
sense of humanity. The viewer's cvnicism. when it accurs,
relates more o the choice of subject matter than to ils treat-
ment.

MacKay has worked as a professional portrait-pamter, and
his other figurative works have almost alwavs included some
form ol portraiture: himsell, his friends growimg up o PEL or
himsell with Ferdinand Hodler, a Swiss modernist, inan ironie
master-student relationship. As a curator, gallery director, and
artist, MacKay 1s tamiliar with many aspects ol the Canadian
art world, so it s reasonable that his autobiographical higura-
tive concerns should now include those who detine and
populate his chosen milicu. That he sees it to include himsell
and his collaborating critic in the works scems entirely logical
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(even il she tinds the representations ol hersell unflattering)
But what is i1, beyond a chronie compulsion to ham it up. that
has diven MacKay, who has a full head of haie, o portrav
himsell as a balding pedant with a blind eye?

It as less than ten vears since Benjamin Buchloh contended
that “the specter of derivativeness hovers over every contem:-

porary attempt to resurrect hguration, representation, and
traditional modes of production . . . because their attempt o
reestablish forlorn acsthetic positions immediately situates
them in historical secondariness.”* For artists who choose to
work in the figurative tradition, varieties of expressionism
aside, the celebrated pluralism and seemingly limitless possi-
bilitics of post-modernism shrnk to grudging dimensions
Before the Fall (i.e., before the subsumption of “modernism” by
‘post=), permission to use representation was granted pro-
vided one was ‘flat’” and ‘disinterested’ (which often meant
interposing the technology of the camera between artist and
image. to abstract and ncutralize), and now permission is
conditional upon a demonstration that the project is really
subversive’ or “deconstructive’

For MacKay the dilemma may be this simple. On the one
hand, he has a ‘literal talent’, nurtured at NSCAD in the
pre-Kennedy era, and a conviction that much can be said using
traditional means, even now. On the other hand, his experi-
ence as Director of NSCAD's Anna Leonowens Gallery during
the carly vears of conceptualism, and s subsequent involve-
ment in all aspects of the art world, not o mention his own
intellectual skills as a wit and wordsmith, all conspire to
engender selt-doubt and  second-guessing. As Townsend-
Gault remarks, “When Mackay talks, it's as though he crases
halt of what he says.” While more Huid in his visual work, he
nevertheless employs some techniques equivalent to erasure

MacKav mav well be as unimpressed by Buchloh's assertions
as he was by the repetitive strategies and limited means al
NSCAD-stvle conceptualism. Fven so, something has rubbed
oll, e to speak, because the very process he has chosen - a
randonuzed set of imapes. presented according oo time
consuning lormula, adhered o and completed (o exhaustion

echoes, at least structurally, some conceptual art proce:
dures But, with MacKay. the work 18 not gquate completed o
exhaustion. and theretore it has not aspired Lo the level of
exguisite boredom necessary Lo creale the disengagement typr
cal ot such work. Even m his choice of methodolopy, MacKay
demonstrates a kind ol organie engagement (which explams
why the portraits are moving, despite attempts at neatrality)




