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In Wlack-and-while paintings and drawings,
Joyee Pensalo portrays a casf
of cartoon characters rendered with ferocious
energy and a peculiar empaihy.

BY STEPHEN MAINE

hough Joyes Pensato's paletie is primarily black and white,

she explores emotional and psyehologieal gray areas (n her
turbulent recasting of big, bouncy carteon characters and sfuffed
animals as rundy rogues of dibious intenl. By tarns pathetie amd
nightmarish, her subjects’ rubbery faces veer from wide-eyed wonder
o hombcidal dementia with a ick of the brosh, Pensato has besn
an ansung, ander-known quantity on the New York scene for many
years; her legendarily open-throttled engagement with materials,
singiesting bath anxiety and playful abandon, was recently on display
in the sole exhibiibon “This Must Be the Place® al Parker's Box in
Williamshurg. The show included new enamel-on-canvas paintings
and works on paper dating back to 1908, s well as an installation of
stuffed animals, a video and photos.

Amaong the earliest of the enumels on paper was the sublime
Double Mickey (1088). In this 25by-20-inch work, palette-knifed in
ghosily Mack-and-white, a pensive, striding Mickey trails behind him
a second head, like a balloon or & naughty thought. Pensato used
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Marching Ducks, 2005, charcowl on paper, F5% by 20 % dnchre.
AN phodos Phiz arficle Meredith Allea, cowrfesy Farkers Bor, Breakipn,
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dager Pravada; Felix 1, 2005 sharceal on paper,
ﬂi‘ilf.ﬂ"ﬁ dAchei.

the same technique in the “Wanted™ series of 2003, in which the
usial suspecis—FPorky, Snoopy and their cronies—are redered s
frame-filling mug shois. However, these mugs look stariled nggres
sive rather than sullen/defiant. Also on hand were a numbier of
Pensato's charcoal drawings in which the image is often reworked
bevond the limit of the paper’s durability. In the 30-n-220nch
Felie § (2005]), the exposed Kbers of the traomatized sheet impan
a liverally fazzy texture to the subject, & one-armed, one-legged [0
ball. The three lockstepping characters in Marehing Duels [ 2000

suggest a decorative (rieze, tribal art, o conga line or cheerleaders
for waterfowl, The 10-by-11-foat, charcoal-and-pasiel Nemer
Simpson (2006), leoming and creepy with its mesmenc, bid:
bath eyes, jusi might saiisfy the legal standard for public
nisisanee,

he seven paintings in the exhibition are predicated on
a supple, slitheringly brushy contowr that Imglies mass,
(As a resalt, they are more drawinglike than the palierly,
textural works on paper.) The relationship between lLie and
shape ks almost always in equilibrium, so that, for esample,
the hulbous head of the large Zozo (all paintings 2006) i
pulled from the torrent of enamel drips not fusd by he shamp
niess of his doughnui eyveball but also by the precision of the
lime that forms his lower lip and jaw, (The model is a cartoos
monkey popular in 19508 France—a continental Corious
George.) In Bumagy, white orbs at the height of 1he Dopp
eared subject's chest might be Mats, in the white-gloved man
nior of Bugs, or pasties worn by that famously androgunoos
rabbit. An exceplion do the balance is the umequoivocally sche
matic head of A INFerenl Heowmer, in rattling white lines on g
Wack ground, The bell-shaped hybaid of flesh and =kal!, with
vawning eye sockets, gleaming cranlal dome and anple jouls,
suggiests a sorl of Darth Vader-cum-vanifiee.
The appeal of many classic animated carfoon ¢haracier
corilfarired o pange 2
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such as these by Warmer Brodhers and Disney, 5 that they are
lovabile even though profoumdly flawed; Pensato pumps up this
pelarity to & Tever pitch, In the [0-by-G-foul M Motolickey, the
deminance of while makes the menscing subjecti—an amalgam of
Mickey Mouse and iho Japasess spcred agent plaved by Peier Lorre
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Im numerous flms—agpesr washed owl, as if canghl in ihe glire
of beadlighis, or the papararei's Mash An Oedipal Donakd Dk,
irksless epes sircaming, confronts the viewer [ Demold Bining. The
arilst's beavura palst kandling is nol without chromatie subtlety,
The chably-cheeked microcephalic in Mello Strenger displays Pen-
salo’s aldll al coaxing dvmamic color relationships freds 3 minimal
palette. In ber subject’s crossed eves and disquieding, cdge-to-edge
grin, a thin Mack enamel wash over whide vields a warm gray, while
elsewhere & cooler gray emerges from thinned white serahbed over
hlack, Pensato may be a comediesne, bat she is 8 pabnter first and
forrmosd

Am ad e installation of paint-spatisped stuffed animals, presumably
sopmelime silbers, was (uckned Bto & oomer of the galleny; rotiding oul
ik show were the arilsts snagehsta of [Hends and ather pholos rom
hier enllection. Studie Find anidh Joyor Prosate (3005), a sevep-minste
Whidins i that played at the rear of Lhe galleny, suppors the eresping
suspheion that these works are veiled self-porimaits. Sendisg up the
sell- miythologizing functlon of much vides *documentation,” il shows
ik ariist st work in frantke fasi-motion, bopping around her studio and
mugging for ihe camera o & sound track of Litile Peggy March singing
=1 ‘Wil Follow Him.” Persalo’s work bas found 5n enihusisstle audicnoe
in France, where [t is widely inferpreted as commsentary on ibe Ameri-
can [ream gone sour. Bet mech o moralistic reading dies not Lske o
secount the artlst’s evident afeciion for the dark side of ber sulpecis’
psvehes, her [dentification wilh ikeir neareses, and the gosta with
wihich sbe embraces and enbances these foibles,
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