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Jim Nutt
at Nolan/Eckman

For the past decade or so, Jm
Nutt has concentrated on painting
schematic heads of imaginary
women, which he refers to as
“portraits.” While perusing ths
wonderful exhibition of three
recent, medium-size acrylic paint-
ings and a dozen related percil
drawings, | kept thinking of
Sargent's famous quote, “Apor-
frait is a likeness in which there is
something wrong about the
mouth.” In the works on view, Nutt
seems to have reached a n:w
level of refinement that at tines
recalls Ingres’s technique. But the
66-year-old Chicago Imagis pio-
neer, known for his inventiv
approach to the figure, hasiost
none of his penchant for oura-
geous distortion, nor his serse of
humor. In an interview for he
show's catalogue, the artis says
that the images do not refir to
specific women. Instead ¢ sug-
gesting an individual, he it more
concerned with creating gperson-
ality or a character.

Centered on the canva, each
image bears a number dformal
attributes associated witi conven-
tional portraiture. Seemigly lit
from the side, the head s set
against a grayish-tan mno-
chrome ground. Each fijure is iso-
lated within the wide bcders of a
painted frame, which tr artist
designs, but does not eecute. In
Sip (2003), the head isurned
slightly to the left and tle lips are
tightly closed; it's as if ne model
were holding a rather tnse pose.
The figure in each of tie paintings
and most of the drawirgs wears a
blouse with a hard-edie geomet-
ric design. Sip’s is a liely Op-art
pattemn of tiny cubes vith orange,
green, purple and blax stripes. In
an untitled work, the ratwork of tri-
angular shapes of theblouse, in
modulated tones of mauve, beige

and gray, is similarly mesmerizing.
Meticulously painted, sometimes
using a brush with only a single
hair, these areas of the canvases
could stand alone as exciting
abstract compositions.

The most fantastic elements of
the paintings, and also of the
delicately wrought drawings, are
the strange facial features and
hair. Each nose, lip and chin has
a sculptural solidity. The mis-
matched almond eyes, one blue
and one brown in each painting,
seem to be inlaid like the eyes of a
Byzantine mosaic icon. In Drawing
for Suit (2001), an outsize ear
resembles an elaborate flower; its
crisp, serpentine lines are pressed
between two areas of gracefully
modulated crosshatch, indicating
the sitter's helmetlike coiffure. The
wildest distortions are reserved for
the noses, which at times are

Jim Nutt: Untitled, 2002-03, acrylic on linen,

25 by 24 inches; at Nolan/Eckman.

rendered as elaborate excres-
cences. The grotesque nose in
the painting Coin (2002), light
brown on the side and dark brown
on the pointy tip, is ultimately
more riveting than repelling.
Although they are far from natu-
ralistic, Nutt's images, like the
best portraiture, convey a sur-
prising array of moods, feelings
and psychological insight.
—David Ebony



