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AN UNLIVED LIFE

mostly overcast. Coe told the crowd that she found better
A N EW RESPO NSE light in Venice, hence the title: Margaret Coe: The City
of Light.
Margaret Coe: The City of |_|ght In Venice she saw light reflected from the canals onto al-

most everything. It is this light that we see represented in her
impressionistic paintings of the city she refers to as a “jewel.”

Venice’s recent flooding reminds Coe that the city is
’m guessing Margaret Coe has been asked before why vulnerable to rising sea levels, and so this jewel is not nec-
she goes to Venice to paint. She began her talk at the essarily always going to be around. This seemingly oppo-
opening of her show of new paintings at Karin Clarke site combination of concerns — light and loss — is present
Gallery earlier this month by asking the question herself. in the 22 paintings that fill the gallery. The views of Venice

closes soon at Karin Clarke Gallery

“Why Italy?” are filled with light. Loss is addressed in the form of ap-
Paris is typically thought of as the City of Light, she preciation for what we can still see.
explained, but when she’s been to Paris the light was The English artist J.M.W. Turner (1775-1851), one of
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Coe’s favorite painters, is known for saying, “My job is to
paint what I see, not what I know.”

The sentiment could stand as a rallying cry for the first
movement of modern art, Impressionism, and also for
working en plein air — painting outdoors. Working out
of the studio, artists respond to a changing environment.
A breeze, a movement of a cloud, can affect the way light
falls and require a response different from one that might
have been planned.

Except for five larger paintings in the show, Coe painted
outside on the streets in Venice, on the spot rather than in
a studio using photographs, sketches, memory or working
from what she “knows.”

Coe says when Turner went to Venice it changed the
way he painted. It seems she had this change in mind for
her own work even before she left Eugene. She ordered
a new type of canvas before the trip, and the switch from
standard cotton canvas to fine-grade linen meshed with the
way she saw her subjects. As a result her paintings “took
on a new lightness,” the artist says.

Karin Clarke, gallery owner and Coe’s daughter, is
pictured looking directly at the viewer in A Refined Quan-
dary and Bargain With Death, one of the larger paintings
(30”x40”) in the show. This painting took several months
to complete; it depicts a scene common to Venice: a canal,
a bridge and passersby.

The initial scene wasn’t populated when Coe painted
it. Working in the studio she thought it needed to be. She
referenced photographs she had taken and inserted figures:
a few pedestrians, a woman standing and wearing a hat
— her daughter — and another woman in the foreground
painting the scene — herself.

Even an artwork that has no people as subjects in it,
such as An Unlived Life, has autobiographical overtones.
A canal leads the viewer through the painting to a bridge
and a tower beyond. As she was painting Coe thought of
her late grandson Marcus Schwartz, whose life tragically
ended in 2011 while he was still an infant.

An Unlived Life may be a painting of a place, but it is
also a tribute and homage to a person: a painting of light
and of loss. m

Margaret Coe: The City of Light continues at Karin Clarke Gallery
through Saturday, Dec. 1.
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