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SEVEN SAMURAI, GOROBEI  27.9cmx22.86cm il on linen SEVEN SAMURAI, KAMBEI SHIMADA  27.9cmx22.86cm il on linen SEVEN SAMURAI, HEIHACHI 27 9cmx22.86cm ol on linen SEVEN SAMURAI, SHICHIROJI 27 9cmx 22.86cm ol on linen
5l - Bl (Max Jansons) ax Jansons paints pictures of duplicitous
/lj-l —X -~ % IAE S B RAR 5, SRR )il simplicity. That’s another way of saying that
Ma X J a n S () n S H@ 1& ,I\ ¥ ) X'_lq Xk ‘(£ Y, AR AR — A I B A his paintings are all about subtle complexity.
n / d L3 RIS BE, ] BN S X T Although simplicity and complexity are often
[, AE AL KA A e A RS thought of as opposites, they come together
TE—i, i A N4k SO L the Los Angeles painter’s exceptionally efficient—and wonderfully
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Written by David Pagel  Edited by Max Wong PEHIRIIE M - elusive—compositions.
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Shifting perceptions never looked better. Nor left viewers with more to mull over.
No matter how you begin looking at any one of Jansons’ seventeen canvases at Emma
Gray’s Five Car Garage in Santa Monica, California, before you move on to the next
one you will have begun to see things differently. That’s because Jansons is a master
of working both within and between series. The first is common to modern art: An
artist establishes parameters for a particular series and explores the variations within
that setup until the potential for discovery has run its course. Then, typically, he moves
onto another body of work. The second method is less conventional. It comes into
play when an artist treats an entire series as an individual work, which relates to other
series in the same way that individual works relate to individual works within a single
series. That is Jansons’ specialty. Both intra- and inter-serial, his paintings frame one
another, setting the terms by which we see those around them, both individually and
collectively.

Jansons’ oils-on-linen smuggle the beauty of unbelievably sophisticated artifice
and the playfulness of unapologetic hedonism into compositions so familiar, so flat-
footed, and so ordinary that most viewers won’t think twice about them. To glance
at a painting by Jansons is to be reassured that the world is just as we thought it was.

In one series, brightly colored flowers, tastefully arranged in elaborately patterned

vases, bring nature’s beauty indoors, where they add a splash of gorgeousness to
otherwise mundane settings. In another, somber, even taciturn men, wearing the stately
expressions of powerful leaders, convey the virtues of holding one’s tongue. In a third,
abstract compositions create the kind of figure-ground ambiguity that has animated
American abstraction for more than a century.

But there’s something funny about Jansons’ paintings. To look carefully at his four
still lifes—each of which depicts a vase filled with flowers—is to see that our minds
make sense of our surroundings by jumping to conclusions that are not, ultimately,
borne out by what our eyes actually see. In other words, what we think we are seeing
is not what we are actually looking at. Jansons highlights that gap. His paintings give
provocative form to the ways our minds play tricks on us by overriding the details of
our surroundings that do not fit into the pre-established patterns we are familiar with.
Rather than shoring up the notion that our eyes deceive us and that our minds set us
straight, Jansons suggests the opposite: that our minds get in the way of our eyes’
accurate perception of whatever is right in front of them.

For example, when we look at a painting such a Mystic we immediately “see” a
bunch flowers and stems and leaves in a stout black-and-white vase on a table covered

by a cream-colored tablecloth. That seems simple enough, like lots of similar setups
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JOKOTO 50.8cmx40.64cm oil on linen
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KOTO 50.8cmx40.64cm oil on linen
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SHINTO  50.8cmx40.64cm oil on linen
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SHINSHINTO  50.8cmx40.64cm oil on linen

CHRTI> TRRFHE

we have seen throughout our lives, whether in our
own homes, in those we have visited, or in images
we have looked at, whether online, in photographs,
or in museums. But there’s something uncanny about
Jansons’ painting. Its out-of-sync oddness derives from
the way he has engineered figure-ground ambiguity,
making the buttery space between the petals of his
flowers and the fronds of his leaves so substantial, so
tactile, so present. This unexpected perception puts
the mind on alert, tuning it into the possibility that
something out of the ordinary is taking place.

That’s when you notice even more compositional
inconsistencies in Jansons’ otherwise coherently
rendered image. The biggest occur immediately to the
left and the right of the vase, their contours formed
by the vase, tabletop, fronds and flowers. It is as if
Jansons has made a mistake, painting the decorative
pattern of the vase on the ground around it. But he is

too precise a painter to have done that. The “mistake,”

GENDAITO  50.8cmx40.64cm oil on linen

on the contrary, highlights the artifice of his endeavor,
emphasizing that painting makes room for freedom,
especially when no one expects it: in pictures whose
subjects are so anodyne and clichéd that they seem
toothless. Rather than clobbering viewers over the
head with his conviction that painting both pictures
the world and plays, fast and loose, with that fact,
Jansons whispers this wisdom to anyone tuned into
art’s capacity to do more than one thing at once. He
uses seemingly outdated genres—still life, portraiture,
and abstraction—to camouflage his intentions: to make
paintings that change the way we see things, both
visually and intellectually.

Jansons does not lull us into complacency
so much as he sneaks big ideas and profound
convictions into pictures that seem so ordinary they
are easily overlooked. That attitude—of doing one’s
work indirectly, even surreptitiously—bespeaks an

underground sensibility, one in which it is necessary

CHrHI 7]y LRRARHE
SHINSAKUTO  50.8cmx40.64cm oil on linen

to speak in code, so that one’s enemies remain deaf
to the messages one is trying to convey while one’s
co-conspirators are able to hear them, loud and clear.
That may seem farfetched and over-politicized, but
flower paintings are not taken very seriously, especially
by viewers who look to art for grandiose displays of
overblown sentiments. In contrast, Jansons starts small
and builds from there. Putting a priority on face-to-
face interaction, he invites viewers to catch ourselves
glossing over differences, seeing patterns while
ignoring inconsistences, leaping to conclusions, and
missing what is right in front of our eyes. That he is
able to do that with seemingly simple still lifes is all
the more potent. Plus, Jansons puts pleasure front and
center, never letting us forget that delight and surprise
go hand in hand with real insight, which is both
political and intimate.

Similar convictions take shape in Jansons’ seven

portraits of the seven warriors in Akira Kurosawa’s
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1954 film Seven Samurai. Each of
the 11-by-9-inch components that
make up this seven-part painting
is a head-and-shoulder close-
up of one of the seven samurai:
Kambei Shimada, Gorobei,
Heihachi, Katsushiro, Kikuchiyo,
Kyuzo, and Shichiroji. Each
consists of nothing but solid
planes of color, all unadorned with
shadows or highlights (except for
Kyuzo’s collar, which is slightly
shaded). Jansons has managed
to capture the identities of these
characters by means of caricature,
simultaneously simplifying his
means of depiction—flat planes of
solid color—while exaggerating the
facial features that are essential to
their identities. In his hands, that
combination works beautifully.
A few judiciously placed lines,
around their mouths and eyes,
along with the crisply silhouetted
shapes of their heads, are all it takes
for Jansons to convey the nature
of these famous characters, who,
in Kurosawa’s epic, extend their
sympathies to villagers they once
would have ignored, yet are now
willing to die for. Despite finding
themselves in a world alien to their
upbringings, the samurai manage
to transfer the virtues of their pasts
to a situation they neither desired
nor anticipated. That capacity, to
adapt and preserve, to change and
maintain, is exactly what happens
in Jansons’ paintings, each of which
is as simple as a cartoon yet as
resonant as a masterpiece.

The drama of unanticipated

transformation also unfolds in his six
abstractions, each of which is titled
after the six ages of Japanese sword
making: Jokoto (ancient, pre-900),
Koto (old, 900-1596), Shinto (new,
1596-1780), Shinshinto (new new,
1781-1876), Gendaito (modern,
1786-1945), and Shinsakuto (newly
made, 1953-present). Like Jansons’
still lifes, his abstractions initially
appear to be made up of solid
blocks of unmodulated color, their
contours sharp and hard-edged. To
look closely, however, is to see that
that is how your mind has quickly
simplified what Jansons has actually
painted. Adamantly handmade, his
oils on linen are almost entirely
comprised of rough edges, richly
textured surfaces, wildly diverse
brushstrokes, odd mélanges of
colors, wavering lines, unsteady
contours, jittery spatial shifts, and so
many idiosyncratic inconsistencies
that it’s unsettling to realize you
missed so much on first glance.
That discovery compels you to
step back and consider the possible
links between and among Jansons’
abstractions, portraits, and still lifes.
When that happens, established
patterns fall by the wayside.
Habitual responses dissipate. And,
rather than leaping to conclusions,
our minds turn to more intuitive
ways to make sense of things.
The imagination leaps into action,
creating unexpected, unscripted,
and out-of-the-ordinary experiences.
That’s exactly where Jansons’ art

takes us. @

CGERAE XY TRAHE CERBAWRIEY WHKRAME
MYSTIC 48.26cmx41.91cm oil on linen MONO NO AVARE  45.72cmx38.1cm oil on linen

(X ZEHMIHK> TRHAAME
RENAISSANCE SMILE  104cmx91.4cm oil on linen
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