and decoration to sit alongside expressions
of angst and tensity, as well as beauty, as
part of women’s, and human, experience.

SEEING AMERICA THROUGH
CHINESE PAINTING

The long, horizontal format of Return to
Sender (2016) immediately evokes Jackson
Pollock’s poured and splattered paintings,
but it also calls to mind Chinese scrolls
from the Yuan dynasty. Chinese landscape
paintings were not simply representations
of the natural world but were expressions of

the artist’s inner life. A practitioner of
Chinese ink painting, Condon has long
found the practices of classical Chinese
artists a lens through which to view Western
painting and also, American culture.

In Return to Sender, a putrid green pour
free- flows through the canvas and seeps
into a large peony, a symbol of opulence
and beauty. Our eye travels, occasionally
pausing to take in a rivulet of inky black,
or a sweet sparrow, or a swirl of algae-like
poured paint, bringing to mind the sense

of journey revealed in the unrolling of a
Chinese hand scroll. Condon assiduously
painted pink and white candy stripes
around the pour and remarkably, around
all the accidental splashes and drips. As
a result, the wallpaper’s cloying stripes
appear to solidify but also to asphyxiate
the atmospheric pour. By merging the
expression of abstract painting with
decorative motifs, along with the
compressed, symbolically  expressive
spaces of Chinese landscapes, the pour is
no longer simply ethereal background

but is, at the same time, bodily freedom,
suppressed liberty, and heroic gesture.

This painting was completed after Trump’s
victory, which Condon correlates to Khubilai
Kahn’s rule of China in the Yuan dynasty.
The scholar-painters of that era, Condon
relates, refused to participate in the Mongol-
controlled government and instead, passed
to each other coded landscape paintings,
the only form of resistance possible. The
kind of subtlety and complexity in those
landscapes, she suggests, is what we need

to navigate the dangerous insensitivities
of the incoming administration. Condon’s
paintings operate in this tradition, cultivating
nuance and multiplicities of acceptance
within a world of extremes.

1. Robert Storr, Guston (New York: Abbeville Press,
1986), 52.

2. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, We Should All Be
Feminists (New York: Anchor Books, 2014), 39.
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Quit Safari? 2016
Acrylic, ink and glitter on linen
47 x 151 inches

Elisabeth Condon
Unnatural Life
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