John Cooper Retrospective: golden years

Exhibition notes and quotes

The following are a series of quotes taken from notes and conversations between John Cooper, Ian Johnston and Courtney Andersen during preparation for this exhibition.

Portraits and self portraits and figure painting

Cooper has been painting portraits and self portraits for over 50 years. They are a “response to stress, tragedy, condition or situation or change in the family or uniform of the day”.
The self portraits or ‘auto portraits’ are created “more as a reading to see what I think I look like.  It’s an energy reading including color of both person and aura. To me, all portraits are readings; its like looking at the floor of the ocean when the tide is out.  I paint portraits to see what color, essence and mood one may communicate to me at a given time.  I frequently paint portraits of visitors and guests.  It’s a kind of communication”. 

“Figurative painting is a kind of portraiture that includes the whole body wherein the gesture is ultimately important to reveal attitude and atmosphere.  I can’t always determine where portrait ends and figure occurs”.
Walter William

“Walter William is a styrofoam head with no mouth or ears, just eyes and moustache.  (A kinda’ joke like Dylan Thomas’s tragic Straw Headpiece).  He becomes the observer.  He clearly evolved from an egg or basic sphere. After a few tries he evolved into a kind of’ pathetic philosophic alter-ego that could say and think things at once humorous and sometimes profound. (often redundant)”.
Hopper Money 
Please also read DVD notes and quotes.
“During the launch of Sputnik, we did a vigil at David Churches’ place (the faculty member who made the ‘Harris Grocery’ movies). And just to while away the time I drew the first ‘Hopper Buck’ Which was ‘Moon Money’.  Later on there was Yoga Money, Meditation Money, Tarot Card Money, Astrology and Astronomy Money and many more.  The Idea was to create money that instructed, thereby rendering it of value… We probably had 40 editions (between 100 & 1000 per edition, mostly 100) of ‘Hopper Money’”.
“We made 4 or 5 editions of Hopper money in Canada for causes like ‘Kootenay Diversion, Cheekye Dunsmuir, Save the Whales, Save the Rivers and Save the Animals & Birds and stop privatization”.
Whisk Brooms

Please see DVD Part 2, photographs of John Cooper’s work created between 1963 and 1970.
Trucks
“Trucks are vehicles of the past and the present, dependent on their style.  They (along with cars, boats and airplanes) represent movement and travel which implies the passage of time. Time immediately places us in history and in accordance with modes and styles of passing duration (art, language, religion, ideology, even humor and the dialectic)”.                                                                                         

“Playing with these modes and styles weaves fabrics of interactive concepts, thereby creating a dialogue between and among thoughts and thought patterns. Such is the essence of Surreal thought and concept.  Variations on themes and patterns enrich and progress composition.  Always one thought or pattern leads to whatever is next, thus the creative spirit”.

Chickens 

“I lived with and raised chickens more than half the years of my life.  They are always chickens but at different times they become a metaphor for food, friends, life style or some kind of energy.  I always named and painted at least some of my chickens as I like their dinosaur-like attitude and demeanor as well as their beauty”.
“Around 1992, I spent many nights at Frank Baranyai’s little Mexican restaurant by Rosie’s Laundromat painting the Chicken Series. (We painted often after I ended an evening class at KSA which was about closing time for Frank, into the night.  Often til’ 2:00 or 4:00 am.)  At first it was just chickens, but it rapidly evolved into metaphoric dialogs having to do with comment on life, politics, economics or other poetry”.

‘Au plein air’ natural and urban landscape painting
“This groups a wide range of conceptual painting that includes scenic, historic, explanatory, and even abstract space and concept.  I often paint ‘au plein air’ landscapes. (landscapes painted on the spot by direct physical reckoning). These are places to experiment with color, composition and content.  These are often marketable and become, for me, a mode of economic support. In this regard I often think of myself as a ‘Folk Painter’ because I take commissions for sale or trade.  I paint many specific views including structures and/or land-marks”.  

“Toad Rock, Mt Loki, Sphinx, Swooping Swallow, B.O.B., Cottonwood Falls, Mtn. Station, and Canadian Rockies are among my most frequently visited landmarks. Some seasons I paint almost all landscapes.  Kathleen and I often paint landscapes together, thus creating a shared learning experience”.   

Colour progression paintings

 

“These are about where colour theory lessons and intuition meet and cross over and were created during a time when I was painting a lot of landscapes. I kept experiencing the idea of where the colored stripes occurred in paintings and how the space and gravity shifted when turned 90 degrees in either direction. These paintings are a result of pushing these recurrent lines toward abstraction and playing with the progressions and 'frequency of the interval'”.

 

“I had a long period of playing with stripes, even black and white.  These paintings, and later the tape paintings were both fun for me.  Colour theory is always all through these series.  I like creating simultaneous contrast and playing with whatever space appears”.

Trophies and sculpture

“I like making Trophies for various people and occasions.  They are a kind of funky sculpture with sometimes humor and/or exaggerated properties.  These are often made of fabricated and found-object components.  I like to use bits of metal with titles, slogans or instructions either stamped or stenciled as explanations or instructions to direct or clarify my thoughts or considerations.”
“Sculpture extends, for me, from cast bronze whisk-brooms or Toad Rocks to assembled beings or things, both representational and abstract.  Some of these are among my best work, others are marginal at best.  On occasion I see a unique relationship and forge it together for the edification of the masses”.  
Masters and inspiration

At the end of this exhibition, almost hidden from view, are two of three caricatures Cooper created of Monet, Cézanne and Pissarro. They stand in the exhibition much in the same way they stand in Cooper’s work, always present in the background, He pokes fun at them, making light of his deep appreciation for the gifts they’ve handed down to him that seeps into every facet of his work. 
Cézanne 

“I got looking at Cézanne in the early 50's, for a long time I couldn't figure him out. I’ve always been looking at angles and cubes.  I thought many of those paintings from Nice (circa 1875-78) were cubism.  It has since been considered the beginning of Cubism.  Certainly Braque and Picasso (among others) saw the basic understanding of form and space in these shifting planes and alternating warm-cool relationships. These were called out clearly in the work of both Picasso and Braque (Circa 1906)”.
 

“Cézanne is called by many Art Historians 'the father of modern art' because he was the quintessential genius who intellectually called out a new platform of form/space relationships while at the same time being very emotional (the two sides of art).  He set the stage for the destruction of 'Renaissance Space' and paved the way for the advent of ‘Modern Art’, whereby the painting process and experience of the art became more important than the subject! This was brought forward by Cubism.  Picasso hid Demoiselles in his studio as he was not sure what he had done.  He derived the concept of ‘Facet Cubism’ from studying Cézanne with great care and thus changed art from representing to presenting”.

 

 Monet

“Monet carried color from Realism thru Impressionism to Post-Impressionism, thus solidly established the foundation for Abstract-Expressionism. During the making of the later Water Lilly paintings Monet was intellectually and intuitively engaged in color and color concepts. He was so far from traditional color and color schemes (later on) that his sanity and vision were greatly questioned by the very folk who had so unconditionally supported him before”.

 

“Cézanne & Monet set the art world on a path to Destroy Renaissance Space and move art from representing to presenting! Picasso, Braque and Matisse called these changes into common understanding!”.
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