
Elizabeth Patterson 
 

The Abstraction of reality 
 
 

 
Vernissage le jeudi 31 mars 2016, de 17h à 21h 
Reception for the Artist: Thursday, March 31, 2016, 5-9pm 

  

  

Exposition du 1er au 30 avril 2016 | Exhibition from April 1 to 30, 2016 
 
Mardi à vendredi | Tuesday to Friday 
10h - 12h30 | 14h - 18h30 
 
Lundi et samedi | Monday and Saturday 
14h - 18h30 

http://www.louiscarre.fr/expositions/elizabeth-patterson-the-abstraction-of-reality 

 

Elizabeth Patterson’s exquisitely rendered images push viewers away from the world around 
us only to draw us more deeply into it. That back-and-forth—between being immersed in 
one reality while, simultaneously, being apart from it—takes stunning shape in her recent 
works on paper, each of which depicts a Parisian street scene viewed through the windshield 
of an automobile in the midst of a hearty downpour. Patterson isn’t interested in gentle 
showers or light sprinkles: drawn to extremes, she goes to work only in rainstorms that soak 
you to the skin if you find yourself in them, with or without an umbrella. The sudden and 
ample volume of water descending from the clouds overhead makes vision difficult. It’s hard 
to know what you’re looking at when the rain gets between your surroundings and your 
eyeballs, blurring contours, distorting proportions and intensifying the impact of colors, 
many of which glisten and shimmer with more impact than usual and some of which shine 
like the spotlights of theatrical productions. 
 
The danger implicit in not being able to see clearly is amplified by the presence of 
motorized vehicles, whose speeds take us places and put us in situations faster than is 
possible without such mechanical locomotion. The intimation of danger that human 
animals experience whenever we are uncertain of our body’s location in relation to its 
immediate environment is neither the goal nor the end point of Patterson’s pictures. 
Instead, the hint that trouble might be lurking in the unknown—or unrecognized—is a 
stepping stone on the path to what Patterson is really after: the thrill of tranquility we 
experience when we see our surroundings with fresh eyes—as if for the first time—with the 
charged mixture of excitement and calm that eighteenth century philosophers sometimes 
described as sublime. The possibility of danger, which comes with not knowing what you 
are looking at, intensifies the beauty of Patterson’s delicately drawn surfaces and 
meticulously dissolved colors, which are nothing if not lovely, primarily because of the light 
that drenches them but also because of the supersaturated palette of their unnaturally 
luscious tints and tones as well as the abstract shapes that dance and expand across their 
otherwise modest dimensions. Beauty is always better when it involves some kind of risk, 
and Patterson is no stranger to that simple fact. She is also too smart an artist to go in for 
the shortsighted gimmicks or flash-in-the-pan dramatics that turn so much contemporary 
art into a gratuitous exercise of indulging shock for its own sake. 
 



Her sensitive renderings of what her camera captures when she focuses its lens on the 
windshield of the car she is riding in sharpen the senses and stimulate the analytical 
capacities of our cerebral cortexes. All of that cellular activity is often accompanied by a 
racing of the pulse, a quickening of breath, a rush of alertness and a spike in anxiety—
physical reactions fueled by an increased volume of adrenalin in our systems. But rather 
than pursuing such physiological hullabaloo—or biological pyrotechnics—for the thrills they 
deliver, Patterson dives even deeper into human consciousness. Her gorgeous conflations of 
abstraction and representation make room for the more complex and nuanced experiences 
that occasionally follow hot on the heels of such amped-up reactions: the calm of 
understanding and the serenity of seeing magnificent beauty in the smallest, most incidental 
and inconceivably numerous of things—raindrops that fall onto windows, splashing and 
splattering into even more inconceivably unpredictable droplets, shapes and microscopic 
mirrors of the world around them. 

David Pagel 
Seeing Clearly 
Preface to the catalogue published on the occasion of the exhibition (extract) 
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