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Layers of images
and words can be
found in Nicole
Charbonnet’s work,
as seen in Horses
(acrylic and mixed
media on canvas,
66 by 96 inches,
2004).

Nicole Charbonnet

This New Orleans artist explores iconography
and memory with evocative paintings that
reveal the blurred line between present and past

NICOLE CHARBONNET GREW UP PLAYING HIDE-AND-SEEK IN
the majestic, crumbling aboveground Lafayette cemetery in New
Orleans. Today, she still lives in New Orleans, creating layered images
on paper and canvas in which the present hides within the past like a
child crouching between tombstones. She credits her native city for
giving her a heightened sense of the lingering effects of history. “If
you walk through New Orleans, you see everywhere the effects of
the process of time on surfaces,” she says, adding, “That’s true of
every place, every person. It’s just more pronounced here.”
Exploring the ways we remember, both individually and collect-
ively, and the ways we forget, she starts each work by painting a mem-
ory, an image that has long existed elsewhere in the culture—in
other paintings, on film, and in nature, for example. Then she
sands the paint down, forcing the memory to fade, and begins hiding
it under other images or words, using plaster, modeling paste, and
“anything else that’s lying around,” she says, to create a modern
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palimpsest with a sculptural quality.
“Nothing is ever completely gone,”
she says, “so even if you don’t hold a
conscious memory of something, it
forms the fabric and texture of who
you are. I try to re-create the process

your mind goes through in becoming
what it is. You see something, and
it reminds you of something else,
another context, another feeling, even
while the original image remains.”

She sometimes borrows from the

Classic Wild West themes inspired
Horses #4 (acrylic and mixed media

on canvas, 48 by 54 inches, 2005) and
Cowboy #7 (acrylic and mixed media —
on canvas, 30 by 54 inches, 2004).
paintings of artists whose work
has influenced her own. “Robert
Rauschenberg’s Erased de Kooning, in
which he took a drawing by de
Kooning and erased it and called the
almost-blank paper his own work of
art, is a version of what I'm doing,

‘ laying down the paint, then sanding

it off,” she says, “but then I start build-
ing over it.”

She also works with images from
old films, especially John Ford West-
ermns and American film noir, playing
the movies on her VCR, pausing them
to photograph compelling shots, and
reshaping the images both when the
camera crops the film and when she
crops the photos before painting the
pictures onto canvas. She sees her
process of “erasing” the paint and
adding other layers over it as one that
both celebrates and criticizes the
values portrayed in the films. “As
Americans, we respond to the icon-
ography of the Wild West because it
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represents some of our ideals—open space, independ-
ence, self-determination,” she says. “I'm raising questions
about their current viability in a changed world. I make
them look old and tired, though still beautiful, to ask if it’s
time to relegate them to memory.” :

The images she finds herself painting these days—
mostly birds and trees—are influenced by her experience
of returning to New Otleans after Hurricane Katrina. “I
went to Audubon Park, which was just a graveyard for
trees, and the birds were on the ground, shivering,” she
remembers. “What happened to the trees in New Orleans
is a metaphor for what happened to all of us—some of us
lost parts of ourselves, some were uprooted, some died
right where they were, and the rest of us who are left have
no choice but to find a way to survive.”

So Nicole continues her artistic game of hide-and-seek,
creating works in which the past always hides in the pres-
ent, and the present seeks definition from the past.

Arthur Roger, whose eponymous gallery sells her works
on paper beginning at around $3,500 and her paintings
for up to $16,000, sees her work as an eloquent evocation
of her visual sense of her hometown. “We’re used to see-
ing the past on surfaces and textures in New Orleans, a
hundred years of paint peeling off the buildings, reveal-

. ing the past in layers. She explores how that process
works in memory. It’s very fresh, very exciting.” And very
| difficult to forget. ¢

justthe facts

Born: New Orleans, 1966

Lives: New Orleans

Influences: Oid Westerns, the poetry of John
Ashbery, Robert Rauschenberg, American sculptor
Louise Bourgeois, British painter Bridget Riley, and her
grandmother’s quits

Medium: Acrylic and mixed media

Vocabulary: Palimpsest—a parchment or the like
from which writing has been partially or completely
erased to make room for another text

For more information on Charbonnet and her works,
visit wwwi.nicolecharbonnet. com or contact Arthur
Roger Gallery, 432 Julia St., New Orleans, 504/522-
1999, wwwi.arthurrogergallery.com. Charbonnet's
works are also sold at Winston Wéchter Fine Art,
39 East 78th St., No. 301, New York, 212/327-2526,
www.winstonwachter. com.




