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Since the late 1970s, Mernet Larsen has engaged with the history and idioms of geometric abstraction. 
In the early 2000s her work took a crucial turn, developing a unique marriage of abstraction and 
figuration that has been described as geometric figure painting. Stiff, blocky figures occupy synthetic 
yet skillfully rendered worlds, in which the mundane is made strange through dramatically articulated 
or reversed perspective. Larsen’s paintings reflect an obsession with the iconographies of power and 
ritual. She turns her attention towards the seemingly mundane spaces where these dramas play out 
in the contemporary world—bedrooms, restaurants, subway cars, and most recently, corporate board 
rooms. A dry humor and a surprising empathy occupy these spaces and figures.

Larsen has been the subject of over thirty solo exhibitions, including Getting Measured: Mernet 
Larsen, 1957-2017, a comprehensive survey of her work at the Tampa Museum of Art in 2017. Her 
work is in numerous collections, including the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York, NY; the 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, CA; the Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh, PA; and the Walker 
Art Center, Minneapolis, MN among others. Larsen received her BFA from the University of Florida, 
and her MFA from Indiana University. Larsen is Professor Emeritus at the University of South Florida, 
Tampa. She is represented by James Cohan Gallery, NY and Various Small Fires, LA.
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“Mernet Larsen Welcomes You to the Vortex”
by John Yau, Hyperallergic, May 2018

“Rock Paper Scissors: Mernet Larsen at James Cohan Gallery”
Blouin Artinfo, April 2018

“Meet Mernet Larsen, A 75-Year-Old Painter Who’s Hosting  
Her First Art Show in L.A.”
by Priscilla Frank, Huffington Post, December 2017

“Mernet Larsen: Things People Do” 
by Eleanor Ray, the Brooklyn Rail, March 2016

“The Dynamic Distortions of a Formal Painer” 
by John Goodrich, Hyperallergic, February 2016

“Prolegomenon to an Artist Who—at Seventy-Two— 
Is Having Her First Solo Show in a New York Gallery”
by John Yau, Hyperallergic, October 2012



Mernet Larsen, “Drawing Hands” (2017),
acrylic and mixed media on canvas, 67 1/2
x 36 1/4 inches (all images courtesy James
Cohan Gallery)

In the monograph Mernet Laren (2013), which
wa the �rt on thi artit, I wrote the
following paage:

In addition to Ruian Contructivim,
Laren ring together Chinee and
Japanee art and philooph, Japanee
unraku puppet theater, Udaipur palace
painting, 15 -centur Italian painting, the
head of Alexej von Jawlenk, and the
cience of the perpectival organization of
pace. It’ a head, unlikel rew that few
artit are capale of ntheizing into a
ingle, upple approach.

The reult of ringing thee diparate trand
together i an unmitakale view of the
everda world that Laron inform with
rigorou perpectival tem and a geometric
vocaular.

ART  •  WKND

Mernet Laren Welcome You to the Vortex
Laren’ dr, matter-of-fact humor and ee for the aurd are
everwhere in her painting.

John Yau May 6, 2018
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Mernet Larsen, “Seminar” (2011), acrylic on
canvas, 59 x 40 inches

There are a handful of contant in Laren’ work. The �rt i the ue of revere
perpective, in which thing that are farther awa appear larger than thing that
are cloer. The econd i that all the �gure are tranformed into geometric form,
o that ever part of the od i treated a a ditinct entit, each eemingl carved
from wood. Head are depicted a lock-like form with face depicted on one
ide, while noe are rendered a harp triangular plane jutting out from the face.
The third i that Laren pictoriall manipulate the od a if it were a ectioned
puppet, with ever part capale of performing action that otenil conform to
it geometric tructure. Within thi chema, when a ack i curved, the �gure’
poture ecome extraordinar in it ordinarine. Working under thee extreme
elf-impoed retraint, Laren focue attention on a wide range of anal human
geture.

Depite all the limitation the artit ha et up for herelf, he attain a urpriing
amount of expreive poiilitie in her crutin of mundane ituation, a
anone going to her recent exhiition Mernet Laren: ituation Room at Jame
Cohan (April 19 – June 16, 2018) will quickl dicover. The exhiition include
eight painting, including the �rt three he made aed on facult meeting. In
the galler pre releae, he i cited a aing:

http://www.jamescohan.com/exhibitions/mernet-larsen2


Mernet Larsen, “Situation Room (Scissors,
Rock, Paper)” (2018), acrylic and mixed
media on canvas, 62 1/2 x 51 1/2 inches

I have alwa wanted to do a painting of an art department facult meeting
– having pent 35 ear of m life attending them.

Laren’ dr, matter-of-fact humor i detectale everwhere in her painting,
along an ee for the aurd, not to mention panic, toicim, oredom, anger,
annoance, and pettine — often in the ame compoition.  uing an inverted
perpective, which can literall everthing we are eeing upide down, he i ale
to get at iue of conformit, hierarch, and power relationhip with traight-
faced glee.

The exhiition’ title ma have come from the
fact that Laren pent man ear teaching in
Florida. The White Houe ituation Room wa
created in 1961  Preident John F. Kenned
hortl after the catatrophic failure of a of
Pig invaion, which wa launched  Miami-
aed Cuan exile. The current ituation
Room, in the aement of the Wet Wing, i in
operation 24/7, manned  o�cial contantl
checking world event.

In “ituation Room (cior, Rock, Paper)”
(2018), Laren extend the premie of revere
perpective into a territor that ha not een
explored  anone ele in contemporar art.
The row of �gure on one ide of the tale i

uniforml upright and facing in one direction, while their forearm and hand ret
on the tale at an oppoing angle. The row of �gure on the other ide of the long,
narrow conference tale i upide down, their face and hand pointed traight
ahead. No one i looking at anone ele. Independent of their head, the two et
of hand on oppoite ide of the tale are engaged in plaing the ancient child’
game in the painting’ title.

Punctuated  tar, the rownih-magenta wall-to-wall carpet of “Cainet
Meeting” (2017) extend at a diagonal from the top right corner toward the lower
left, ut top hort of touching the edge of the canva, diminihing in ize a
well a tilting awa from the picture plane a it travel downward. The powerful
thrut of the diagonal carpet infue the room with a vertiginou perpective. The
�oor i literall and �gurativel dropping awa from u.



Mernet Larsen, “Cabinet Meeting” (2017),
acrylic and mixed media on canvas, 61 x
65 1/4 inches

Mernet Larsen, “Committee” (2007),
acrylic, mixed media on canvas, 36 x 68
inches

Laren’ geniu merge perpectival rule with
meaningful content, from the ti� poe of the
�gure to the diorienting upide-down room.
Thi i a world where the normal ha gone o�
the rail, where everthing i awr. tarting
with the larget �gure, who i eated at the
head of the elongated oval tale, each lack-
clad man or woman hrink in ize until our
attention reache the far end of the tale,
where the mallet peron in the room — the
�gure everone’ face i turned toward — it
upide down.

Look at the hand of the larger �gure — clenched �t, hand claping the tale’
edge, one hand reting on top of the other, like a pair of gra lipper — and ou
will get an idea of how Laren i ale to ugget o much through the attention he
pa to an individual’ poe. The dicomfort of everone in the room i palpale,
tarting with the larger �gure ut alo including the photographer tanding
againt one wall.

Laren’ ailit to evoke an interior emotional
tate — which i often one of dicomfort — i
evident in “Committee” (2007), where all �ve
individual on the far ide of the harp
triangular conference tale are depicted in
variation of intene oredom — tarting with
the larget �gure, hi elow on the tale and
�nger interlaced in front of hi forward-
leaning head and od, to the one two eat

awa (and markedl diminihed in ize) leaning awa from the tale, to the
mallet �gure in the row, eated uncomfortal in hi chair, wedged into the
lower left corner of the canva. And et, a harp a thi view i, it i full of
mpath too.

 tretching revere perpective into freh territor, Laren ha revived a
diregarded organizational device into omething aolutel contemporar.
Doen’t thi qualif a an innovation in a time when everthing ha alread een
done? In’t it intructive to realize that he developed thi wa of painting around



the time he turned 60, long after one i expected to e tring omething new, let
alone tackling ever more complicated compoition with uch undeniale
con�dence?

Thi i what make Laren a ingular artit: he can e imultaneoul critical,
atirical, and tender toward �gure who, frozen inide their ti� odie, eem
utterl iolated from themelve and each other. Perhap he recognize that
iolation ecaue, on her journe to thi moment, he ha felt at time utterl
alone in her quet to do omething new and atonihing.

Mernet Laren: ituation Room continue at Jame Cohan Galler (533 Wet 26th
treet, Chelea, Manhattan) through June 16.

MOR FROM HYPRALLRGIC
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“Committee,” 2007 by Mernet Larsen, Acrylic and mixed media on canvas, 36 x 68 in. at James Cohan gallery, New York
(Courtesy of James Cohan gallery, New York)

Opening this week is an exhibition of both new and old works by artist Mernet Larsen. The James Cohan
gallery will host the paintings at its New York venue in an exhibition titled “Situation Rooms”. The
figurative and abstracted works will be on view from April 19 until June 16, 2018.

Larsen has been active as an artist since the late 1970s and paints in figurative style which is highly
infused with abstraction, and re-assesses the spatial conventions. Her painting style reminds us of the
twelfth century Japanese paintings.

The title  “Situation Rooms” refers to a space where important meetings take place, in which difficult
decisions are made, where people commonly sit around a table. In some of these paintings, the hint of
governance is apparent. A prominent feature of some paintings such as  “Cup Tricks,” “Drawing
Hands,” “Hand Slap Game” and “Scissors,” “Rocks,” “Paper” is the human hands, often involved in some
kinds of games.

 
Along with these new paintings, there are also three works from Larsen’s series of paintings presenting
faculty meetings, which have been painted with reverse perspective, included in the exhibition, about

Rock, Paper, Scissors: Mernet Larsen at
James Cohan gallery, New York
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which she writes, “I have always wanted to do a painting of an art department faculty meeting – having
spent 35 years of my life attending them. But I couldn’t find a way to make it interesting… I didn’t want a
collection of portraits, but a kind of psychological essence of particular moments in meetings.”  To her,
simple “portraiture” is not enough; she intends to portray the physical, as well as psychological presence
of her subjects. 

This exhibition also presents Larsen’s “studies,” which are used to plot her compositions in detail, before
enlarging them on canvas, such as gridlines and measurements jotted in its margins, along with other
notations and ideas about titles. 

 
Mernet Larsen was born in 1940 in Houghton, Michigan. She lives and works between Tampa, Florida
and New York. Larsen received her BFA from the University of Florida, and her MFA from Indiana
University. Her work has been exhibited in more than 30 solo exhibitions since late 1970s.

“Situation  Rooms”  will  be  presented  from  April  19,  2018  through  June  16,  2018  at  James  Cohan
gallery, Chelsea, 533 West 26 St, New York 10001.

For  details,  visit;  http://www.blouinartinfo.com/galleryguide/james-cohan-gallery/overview
(http://www.blouinartinfo.com/galleryguide/james-cohan-gallery/overview)

Click on the slide show to have a sneak peek at the artist’s work.

http://www.blouinartinfo.com (http://www.blouinartinfo.com/)

Founder: Louise Blouin (http://www.blouinartinfo.com/artists/louise-blouin--2953510)
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C U LT U R E  &  A R T S

Meet Mernet Larsen, A 75-Year-Old Painter Who’s
Hosting Her First Art Show In L.A.

By Priscilla Frank 

03/02/2015 08:55 am ET | Updated Dec 06, 2017

R

Sit-ups Leg-lifts, 2012 Acrylic, string, and tracing paper on canvas 46.25 x 60.25 in

eading Tolstoy in bed. Exercising on a sea foam green mat. Enjoying pizza and beer 

with old friends. These are the humdrum subjects crystallized in Mernet Larsen’s 

paintings. Through Larsen’s gaze, the everyday happenings stretch and warp into 

uncanny structures you vaguely recognize but can’t quite pinpoint. Staring at a painting feels 

like dreaming about an old friend, yet envisioning him with an altogether different face. 

 E D I T I O N

Meet Mernet Larsen, A 75-Year-Old Painter Who’s Hosting Her Fi… 320    
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Mernet Larsen, at 75 years old, has only recently begun to show her work outside her home 

state of Florida. The artist has been painting avidly since the 1960s, and has served as an art 

professor at the University of South Florida since 1967. In 2012, Roberta Smith reviewed her 

exhibition at Vogt Gallery in New York, contending “her efforts are extremely viable 

participants in an extensive, possibly global conversation about how to portray modern, 

three-dimensional life on two-dimensional surfaces.”

Larsen’s upcoming solo exhibition “Chainsawer, Bicyclist, and Reading in Bed,” is her first in 

Los Angeles. And it’s the artist’s first time in the city as well.
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Reading in Bed, 2015 Acrylic and mixed media on canvas 60 x 38.25 in
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When Larsen was first entering the art world, abstraction, concept and form reigned 

supreme. As artists like Peter Saul have attested, the 1960s were not kind to artists 

interested in content — everything was form. “I was kind of discouraged about art because, 

at that point in time, art was very much abstract expressionism, period,” Larsen explained to 

The Huffington Post. “Very academic, very intellectual, like Joseph Albers.”

Even before Larsen knew for certain that she wanted to be an artist, she knew what kind of 

art she yearned to create. “I remembered having the thought that I didn’t want to express 

myself through my art. My life was fairly mundane at that point; I was living at home. So I 

didn’t want to express my life, I wanted to give meaning to my life. It had to be a constructed 

thing. Also, I wanted to make it from my experiences. I didn’t want to do something abstract, 

and I didn’t want to deal with intellectual issues. I thought, if I can do those things through 

art, I want to be an artist.”

The deciding moment came one day in 1960 when Larsen, disillusioned by the breach 

between art and life, was determined to give art school one last try. Sketchbook in hand, she 

embarked on a walk, taking a professor’s advice to draw what she saw. After feeling 

increasingly discouraged, she stumbled upon a pack of cows, in her words, “bright red cows 

on yellow ground.” She started drawing “like crazy,” and the drawings eventually turned into 

paintings. 

“They were pivotal paintings for me,” she explained. “All the paintings I’ve done since are 

kind of like those cows.”
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Explanation, 2007 Acrylic and mixed media on canvas 41 x 52 in

The cows illuminated a principle that would carry Larsen throughout her artistic career. “What 

you see determines how you see it, that has pretty much governed my whole life. The 

content determines the form. The way I saw cows, for example, was really different from how 

I saw a sofa in my living room at home. So I started concentrating on one item at a time and 

thinking — how will this make me work? I did my sisters jumping in the living room, dancing 

to the music. I did aquariums, I did the insides of cars. Everything that I did and focused on 

gave me a different way of working. I had to accommodate my way of working to those 

things. More or less, that’s still true of the way I work now.”

Although form’s dominion over content is no longer as prevalent today, Larsen attributes 

many contemporary artists’ vocations to that former aesthetic climate. “I feel like a lot of us 

who are now in our 60s and 70s were trained in an atmosphere of formalism and 

abstraction, and all that was a springboard for what we did. That seems like the mantra of my 

generation, moving from abstraction toward figuration. It was in the air, so we all felt it.”

In particular, Larsen creates alternate realities in which geometric structures resembling 

human beings stretched and calcified. The totem-like specimens engage in everyday 

activities like you and I, though the everyday laws of physics and gravity don’t seem to apply. 

Her wonky perspectives leave the viewer thoroughly enmeshed in the banal yet intimate 

scenes, whether hovering above a precarious chainsaw or awkwardly close to a leg 

stretching regimen. 

Meet Mernet Larsen, A 75-Year-Old Painter Who’s Hosting Her Fi… 320    

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/
https://facebook.com/share.php?u=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/02/mernet-larsen_n_6771164.html
https://twitter.com/share?text=Meet+Mernet+Larsen%2C+A+Painter+Whose+Breakout+Show+Happened+In+Her+70s&url=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/02/mernet-larsen_n_6771164.html&via=HuffPostArts&hashtags=
mailto:?subject=Meet%20Mernet%20Larsen,%20A%20Painter%20Whose%20Breakout%20Show%20Happened%20In%20Her%2070s&body=Article:%20https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/02/mernet-larsen_n_6771164.html


 Reunion, 2014 Acrylic and tracing paper on canvas 49.25 x 53 in

Larsen refers to her depictions as “analogs” rather than “representations,” seeing as they are 

constructed in the mind, not observed with the eye. “I think the idea sort of started with 

Roland Barthes and some things that he wrote about Japanese art,” said Larsen. “The idea is 

that in Japanese theater, the puppets weren’t little imitations of people, they were actually 

something that ran parallel to people. They weren’t little fetishes of people. There were 

other kinds of structures that were performed like people but in analogous ways, rather than 

imitative ways.”

Because of the geometric semblance of Larsen’s pictorial world, it’s often associated with 

the alienation and digital dependence of contemporary life. While Larsen doesn’t object to 

this reading, it was never her intention. “People often look at the works and say, “Oh, these 

look like computer generated images.” But if you look at them, they have no system like that. 

There’s no adherence to anatomy. The structures give you enough clues to think they’re 

conventional figures, but when you look at them, they’re not. They’re just structures. They’re 

structures that work in an analogous way to people and situations you recognize, but they 

get at some more essential quality and they also defamiliarize with conventions. You are able 

to see them in a fresh way, hopefully.”
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“A lot of people look at my paintings and see alienation because of the geometry, but I 

always see them as somewhat humorous and somewhat warm, in a very quietly warm 

way. I’m not about trying to convey alienation. I’m just trying to say here it is. This is the 

way it is. It’s sort of strange, let’s stop and think about it. It’s sort of funny but it’s not 

moving and emotional or alienatingly horrible or something. It just sort of is.”

Chainsawer and Bicyclist, 2014 Acrylic and mixed media on canvas 49.5 x 49 in

In a statement for Various Small Fires, Larsen explained her series of recent works being “as 

if I were leaving this life and had to take with me only a very few concrete images: this is 

what it was, not good, not bad, just what stood out. Not ephemeral, not photo or film-like, but 

memory turned into object, monumentalized.”

When asked, Larsen explained the works aren’t reactions against photography in itself, but 

to the way photography is experienced by the viewer. “I feel like photographs, no matter 

how I use them, put you in the spectator position. You’re always observing things from the 

outside. And I wanted you to be in a situation, where you were more involved in it. So, what I 
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use are these perspectival ploys — diverse perspective, parallel perspective. Like Martin 

Ramirez, whose work I love. You’re always sort of moving around inside the painting; you can 

never quite figure out where you’re standing, so you kind of absorb it. Matisse does that too 

for me too. And a lot of Japanese art, from the 12th century particularly. They bring you 

inside and outside the space, you have no particular position. You can’t quite get your 

bearings. And yet, I want you to have a sense of orient, a sense of mass, a sense of depth.” 

In essence, Larsen’s paintings let you have your aesthetic cake and eat it too. The canvases 

capture origami worlds where remarkably familiar details like linoleum flooring, red 

checkered tablecloths, and unflattering eyeglasses are coupled with bizarre intrusions — 

breasts like sideways pyramids, legs that stretch on for days, ears fastened to floating cubes 

for no apparent reason. What Larsen creates is an alternate reality, assembled, styled and 

governed on nothing but its own terms.

Stare-at-a-couch-until-you-stumble-upon-a-couch way of seeing. Stare-at-the-subway-until-

you-discover-a-subway way of seeing. Stare-at-a-cow-until-you-chance-on-a-cow way of 

seeing. Suddenly the stuff of everyday life is looking pretty alien and living at home isn’t 

quite so dull.

Mernet Larsen’s “Chainsawer, Bicyclist, and Reading in Bed” runs until April 11, 2015 at 

Various Small Fires in Los Angeles. 

 

PHOTO GALLERY

Mernet Larsen

 See Gallery

BEFORE YOU GO

PHOTO GALLERYMeet Mernet Larsen, A 75-Year-Old Painter Who’s Hosting Her Fi… 320    

http://www.vsf.la/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/
https://facebook.com/share.php?u=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/02/mernet-larsen_n_6771164.html
https://twitter.com/share?text=Meet+Mernet+Larsen%2C+A+Painter+Whose+Breakout+Show+Happened+In+Her+70s&url=https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/02/mernet-larsen_n_6771164.html&via=HuffPostArts&hashtags=
mailto:?subject=Meet%20Mernet%20Larsen,%20A%20Painter%20Whose%20Breakout%20Show%20Happened%20In%20Her%2070s&body=Article:%20https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/03/02/mernet-larsen_n_6771164.html


MAILINGLIST

ArtSeen March 4th, 2016

MERNET LARSEN Things People Do
by Eleanor Ray

JAMES COHAN GALLERY | JANUARY 22 – FEBRUARY 21, 2016

Mernet Larsen’s Things People Do range from the mundane to the quixotic, forming an unlikely index of
human activity: reading, sitting, spearfishing, falling, operating a chainsaw. The eight large-scale acrylic
and mixed-media paintings (2014 – 2016) and eight smaller works (2004 – 2014) in her first solo show at
James Cohan Gallery have a funky variety on a formal level as well, with Larsen alternating between
systemization and an open, trial-and-error approach. She matches her figures’ preoccupied activity with her
own preoccupations of making—each image becomes a visual thought experiment about representational
shorthand and spatial construction. Despite this seeming intellectual distance, the paintings have a
surprising warmth; their symbolist power is deepened by matter-of-factness.

The breadth of Larsen’s influences, from Japanese narrative scrolls to Udaipur palace painting, indicates an
interest in diverse approaches to organizing figures in space. She shares with the Chicago Imagists an
affinity for 15th-century Sienese painting, including artists like Giovanni di Paolo and Sassetta, who
diverged from the Vasari-endorsed singular perspective of the Florentine Renaissance to find room for
more individual solutions. This independence has been important for Larsen too, as she moves between
reverse perspective, isometric perspective, and variants of the birds-eye view according to the needs of each
image. In his survey Sienese Painting, Timothy Hyman proposes that these alternatives “create an
abstraction of space, whose appeal is not to the fixed optics of the spectator, so much as to the winged flight
of the dream-voyager. What is conveyed is the child’s wonder at the immensity of the world, of life’s quest
as a game to be played across it.”

Larsen’s paintings can have a game board feeling as well, with figures placed in strange locations according
to mysterious perspectival rules. Her figures occupy the wilderness of abstract paintings, in compositions
often drawn directly from El Lissitzky. When she turns his free-floating constructivist lines into figures,
gravity serves as a succinct source of visual humor—a danger in Misstep (2015), or an anchor in Frontier
and Campers (both 2015), rooting the figures securely to a tilting surface. Frontier and Campers further
articulate ideas that were already present in her near-monochrome paintings of the late 1980s and ’90s,
when only the titles indicated that compositional lines could be read as figures moving up an escalator,
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Mernet Larsen, Alphie, 2015. Acrylic and mixed media on
canvas, 71 1/8 × 39 1/2 inches.

Mernet Larsen, Frontier, 2015. Acrylic and mixed media
on canvas, 64 ×  52 1/2 inches.

hang gliding, or shooting an arrow. In the new paintings, a
constellation of local details emerges, gently disrupting the
rigid geometry—we notice hats, noses, knees, swimsuits, the
surface of a piece of lumber and the hands carrying it. 

These isolated
moments are
central to
Larsen’s
individuality,
which comes
from a kind of
selective
attention or
interest. She
appears very
engaged with
the details of
ears but not at
all with those
of mouths or
noses, which
she tends to
render
systematically as a line and a triangle. The undersides of the
chin and nose come into strange focus, treated as simple
planes. The figures are rendered in just two or three tones, the
color usually getting more saturated in the shadow, where jewel-like oranges, pinks, and turquoises seem to
take on force by absorbing light. It’s funny to find this system persistently maintained even in Campers and
Frontier, where the figures are barely wider than a pencil and the light hitting them becomes a very thin
stripe. 

In the best paintings, like Alphie (2015), Larsen’s descriptive economy feels expansive rather than
reductive. Each of Alphie’s three figures has a distinct presence, their postures animated by moments of
detail, like the curving striped shirt and folded hands of the man on the lower right, or the angle of the
shoulders of the woman in pink. The specificity of that figure’s uplifted head and eyebrows renders her
straight-line mouth surprisingly expressive. And, in turn, the neutral, linoleum-like colors of the interior
take on a luminous richness in combination with the saturated pink shirt and the deep reds of the wine and
tile floor.

Unusual perspectives in Alphie and Punch (2016) reinforce the mood of selective engagement by shifting
the viewer’s perceived distance to foreground and background, mirroring the wandering focus of
inattention. These are scenes of boredom familiar from Larsen’s previous work. In reverse perspective, the
lower part of the painting, which would typically appear closest to us, is made to seem further away.
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We identify intuitively with the largest figure—the solitary woman in pink in Alphie. The warping of space
produces a sensation of empathy heightened by distance; the image seems to reach us from this woman’s
perspective, as if from the inside out, as she dreams the scene, perhaps including the viewer. This reversal
of emphasis has an intuitive logic that recalls Cézanne’s views of Mont Sainte-Victoire, where the distant
mountain feels closer and more important to the painter than the ground.

CONTRIBUTOR

Eleanor Ray
ELEANOR RAY is an artist who lives and works in Brooklyn, New York.
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Installation view, ‘Mernet Larsen: Things
People Do’ at James Cohan Gallery (photo
by the author for Hyperallergic) (click to
enlarge)

Mernet Laren claim an unlikel pair of
in�uence: 15th-centur Italian painting
and the autere atraction of the
Ruian modernit l Liitzk (1890–
1941). ut linger a while in front of her
painting, with their locked-in �gure
and wildl inverted perpectival line,
and oth in�uence will ring true.
There’ a little it of aetta, and a lot
of Liitzk, in the wa that her

�attened �gure, expanded  a keen ene of color, drive through tene,
atracted environment. ven the ardtick-proportioned odie and zigzag
pace attain a peculiar authorit. In her painting currentl on view at Jame
Cohan Galler, Laren charge a izarre viion of modern life with the dnamic
of traditional painting.

ART

The Dnamic Ditortion of a Formal Painter
John Goodrich February 11, 2016
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Mernet Larsen, “Reading in Bed” (2015),
acrylic and mixed media on canvas, 60 x
38 1/4 in (image courtesy James Cohan
Gallery) (click to enlarge)

The down-home title of the exhiition, Thing People Do, i a it of a teae.
Aoring thee izarre image, in which wildl ditended Legoland �gure teeter
over a cli� and radiate like poke aout a dinner tale, one wonder: who ut a
hallucinating draftman would have people do thee thing? eneath the
outlandih tlization, though, lurk ome thoroughl human moment. One
�gure roat a marhmallow over a camp�re. A couple convere at a nack-ar
tale. Another pair lounge on a ed. All thee event are grounded in preure of
color, o that in thi lat painting, “Reading in ed” (2015), the livid pink of
nightgown and eluive gra-green of �oor hift tangil into their hadowed
tate: a full-looded coral hue and an earth green. The chematic �gure ecome
practicall �eh in their tranformation under light. Meanwhile, the racing
perpectival line, defing an conventional notion of pace ut intenifing the
pictorial one, meaure out intene interval — headoard-pillow-edpread-�oor
— from canva top to ottom.
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Mernet Larsen, Frontier (2015), acrylic and
mixed media on canvas, 64 x 52 1/2 in
(image courtesy James Cohan Gallery)
(click to enlarge)

Oddl enough, a certain innocence preide over uch painting. Laren make no
attempt to hide their internal mechanic: the primatic reduction of form, the
weeping arc tethered  radial line, the thruting diagonal and pacing
parallel. All would ecome mere textook device in leer hand, ut the
mutale energ of Laren’ color make them convincing, inviting u into the
converation of character-form. The compoition of “Frontier” (2015) revolve,
literall, aout the concept of arc racketing a trio of �gure/vector. ut the
rhthmic energ of the curve — weeping roadl aove one �gure, coiling
eneath and unlooing the lifted arm of the econd, and then arel containing
the third — exceed mere concept; the towering and tottering �gure palpal
tower and totter. At the ame time, tin articulation — like the hadow at the
�gure’ feet — pin down entire expane of color, amplifing the ene of cale.
Like man of the painting here, it feel remarkal complete: a unique mixture of
faithful oervation, preured ditortion, and fantatical pla.

Among everal work on paper in the galler’ ack pace, the traitened �gure
with outtretched arm in “kier” (2013) doule eeril a ki lift tower. The much
earlier painting “tud for Cuim” (2004), featuring two �gure with le
exaggerated proportion, eem to catch the artit at a croroad, poied to leap
from naturalim to ditortion.
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Installation view, ‘Mernet Larsen: Things
People Do’ at James Cohan Gallery

Now and then, an initent detail add a
narrational twit to a painting. The
reading matter of the �gure in ed, for
intance, turn out to e War and Peace.
In another painting, a woman greet a
icclit with a lifted chainaw. uch
mini-plot eem diverionar.
Cartoonih a thee painting ma e
tliticall, the purue a painter’

language rather than an illutrator’ e�ect, an authenticit of form rather than a
eguilement of tle and meage. What could ou poil add to their vital
internal converation, at once o waward and o elf-poeed?

Mernet Laren: Thing People Do continue at Jame Cohan Galler (291 Grand
treet, Lower at ide, Manhattan) through Feruar 21.

MOR FROM HYPRALLRGIC
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Mernet Larsen, “Cafe” 2012. Acrylic and
tracing paper on canvas, 47.5 x 47.5
inches (120 x 120 cm) 
(all images courtesy of Vogt Gallery, New
York)

I.

It i one of thoe impoile quetion
that each artit anwer di�erentl.
How much can ou put in? And, of
coure, the overe, how much can ou
leave out?

II.

Mark Rothko wanted to make a painting
that wa naked, a work tripped down to
it eential.  Ad Reinhardt elieved
that he wa developing the “lat
painting” that could e made, that hi

“lack” painting demontrated that there wa no further place for painting to go.
Thi i Reinhardt’ thinking in a nuthell: “The more tu� in it, the uier the work of
art, the wore it i. More i le. Le i more.” In the wake of uch thinking, the rie of
Minimalim eem inevitale. ut that happened in the earl 1960, aout �ft
ear ago.

III.

ART  •  WKND

Prolegomenon to an Artit Who — at
event-Two — I Having Her Firt olo
how in a New York Galler
John Yau October 14, 2012
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The idea of the lat painting i appealing to man, a it enale them to no longer
engage with the kind of me, open-ended looking (reading) and thinking
(re�ection) that we aociate with poetr. The art world — at leat the
commercial ide tied in with mueum — prefer Wade Guton whoe pedigree
include And Warhol and Reinhardt. Plu, he doen’t paint, which onl veri�e
that painting i dead, an oolete practice. With Guton, ou can it ack and hum
Frank tella to our heart’ content: “What ou ee i what ou ee.” Ahh, if onl
the world were o imple.

Mernet Larsen, “Encounter” (2011). Acrylic,
mixed media, 42 x 25 inches (107 x 64 cm)
(click to enlarge)

IV.

What aout the oppoite prolem? How much can ou put in? I thought aout thi
quetion when I �rt aw the painting and work on paper of Mernet Laren. I
had never heard of Laren until I aw her work in the Vogt Galler.  I had een
invited to ee it  the artit’ dealer, Johanne Vogt, who had gotten m name
from a curator in Houton and contacted me in Jul. He wanted to know if I would
e intereted in writing a catalog ea on Laren’ work.  I went and looked at the
work in Augut, and it took onl a moment for me to decide that I would.

V.

https://hyperallergic.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Larsen_Encounter-2011.jpg


In the culinar world the comination of element from di�erent culture i called
“fuion.” I am glad that there in’t an equivalent term in art, which i alread
glutted with degraded catchphrae.

VI.

One thing that truck me aout Laren’ work wa her imaginative nthei and
retating of radicall di�erent artit and tradition.  he in’t a purit and
certainl didn’t do the right thing, which immediatel appealed to me. In the
multiple perpective he emplo in her imager, I detect apect of Giorgio de
Chirico and l Liitzk, earl ienee painting (Giovanni di Paolo and Andrea di
artolo) and emaki (or Japanee picture croll). The perpective do not jie with
traditional patial relationhip ut �t together like overpae, cloverleave,
ervice road, and on-ramp.

VII.

The title of Laren’ deut in New York i “Three Chapter.” The �rt “Chapter”
wa “Head and odie” (eptemer 6–eptemer 26, 2012). The econd
“Chapter” wa

“Place” (eptemer 27–Octoer 10, 2012). And the third “Chapter” i “Narrative
(Octoer 11–Octoer 27, 2012). M ea will e aout work from all three how.
Laren i 72 and a Profeor meritu of Painting at the Univerit of outh
Florida, where he taught for thirt-�ve ear. In the lat few ear, a few New
York critic have championed her work (David Cohen, Mario Nave, and Roerta
mith).

VIII.

Thee two paragraph are from a
tatement that Laren ha poted on her
weite:



Mernet Larsen, “Booth” (2012). Acrylic on
canvas, 55.75 x 48 inches (141.61 x 121.92
cm)

Mernet Larsen, “Committee” (2007). Acrylic
and mixed media on canvas, 36 x 68
inches (91.5 x 173 cm)

Thi painted world mut e
ovioul arti�cial. It reache
toward, not from, life. The
character and oject are geometric

olid, their tructure and proportion reinvented in tenion with the
event depicted. Component are diaemled, reaemled o that the
action are non-organic collaoration of part. (I often paint the element
eparatel on tracing paper, tr out di�erent noe, head, hand — , then
pate them on). I want the mechanim of m painting to e full viile,
each painting an index of m painting ehavior: meauring, laering,
carving, texturing, coloring, pating.

I want nonpeci�c viewpoint, a ene of vertigo, o that ou are holding
each ituation in our mind almot a if ou are wearing it. Renaiance,
iometric, and revere perpective interact, viile a tem, not
illuion. tructure are often inpired  the painting of l Liitk,
Japanee 12th centur narrative painting, Chinee landcape painting, and
the palace painting in Udaipur, India. M hope i that the painting will
turn each event depicted into a ingular, oject-like entit, rather than
form arranged in pace. A committee meeting, for example, hould
demand an entirel di�erent pictorial tructure than hopper in a mall.

IX.

In “Committee” (2007), a conference
tale egin midwa up the right ide,
then angle downward to pan nearl
the entire the width of painting efore
tapering to a harp point. Two other
narrow tale are viile along the
painting’ lower edge, in the
foreground. Five �gure it on the far

ide of the large conference tale, and, with the tale the diminih in ize. The
�gure are geometric olid, a if the were made of lock. ehind them, on a
urface reemling lackoard, the artit ha painted open and cloed geometric
form. There are ix mall �gure cloet to u, ut we ee onl their ack. The
are eated at the two narrow tale in the foreground, and the are maller than
an of the �gure aove them.



Mernet Larsen, “Mall Event” (2012). Acrylic
and mixed media on canvas, 50 x 55
inches (127 x 140 cm)

The diminihing ize of the �gure at the larger tale a well a the uneven row of
maller �gure near the painting’ ottom edge um up the endle power
truggle that are endemic to committee meeting. The mall �gure along the
ottom all have curved ack — the are lumped over uggeting that the are
cowed, defeated, or ored.

The increaingl larger �gure acending from the ottom left corner are more
rigid, evoking everit. The are ored a well, ut alo eriou and, to thi viewer
at leat, comical and dituring.

Laren undertand what a od look like — the tudied poe omeone take —
when he or he wihe to e elewhere.  No one undertand oredom and eing
tuck a well a her. he i oth ardonic and mpathetic.  A ocial concioune
run through her work, ut never ecome the central focu. The narrative never
ecome tranparent. Her painting never dwindle into eing aout thi or that.
For all of the analit of her uject matter, the painting remain mteriou.

X.

Mernet Laren’ painting do not reemle anone ele’. The are a complete
world and, in that regard, elong to the tradition that include Giorgio de Chirico
and Rene Magritte a well a Roger rown and Judith Linhare.  Thee world
“reach toward” our, even a the pull u in. The adhere to their own logic and
follow their own rule.

XI.

Her head are a elf-contained and atract a the one  Alexei Jawlenk.

XII.

Laren’ uject include claroom,
co�ee hop, vacation pot, and mall
— gathering place. he ha alo
explored people itting in a car, eing
�tted, exerciing in a gm, adoring a
child, riding an ecalator, haking hand,
and hooting at an uneen target. he
paint cene from contemporar life,
conjure up the Old Wet, and



a�ectionatel parodie well-known
religiou event, uch a the

Reurrection.

XIII.

In another painting, “Mall vent” (2010), a woman hold a a up in the air. No
matter how often we look, chance are we will never know wh.  The moment i
fraught with edgine.

Marnet Laren: “Three Chapter” continue until Octoer 27, 2012 at Vogt Galler
(508–526 Wet 26th treet, Chelea, Manhattan).

MOR FROM HYPRALLRGIC
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