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Confrontations: 
Drawings by Catherine Catanzaro Koenig 

In a new series of drawings premiering at Hallwalls 
Contemporary Arts Center, Buffalo-based painter Catherine 
Catanzaro Koenig gives us the male nude. In a departure from 
previous works, Koenig has focused on simple compositions of 
between one and five figures rendered in muted pastels on earth 
colored paper. Known for her thoughtful egg tempera paintings 
of objects such as shells, eggs, and hats in allegorical composi- 
tions, Koenig chose to pursue this series both as an extension of 
existing formal and metaphorical concerns, as well as reflection 
on the current social and political discomfort over the body and 
the male nude in particular. In these images, the body and its 
gestures becomes the central subject. In considering gestures 
and the way the body is represented, Koenig touches upon a 
wide range of figurative traditions in visual art. In these elegant 
works, Koenig shifts the gaze from men looking at women to 
women looking at men and makes subtle observations about 
humanity and gender. 

The word "nude" calls to mind a female form more often than 
a male, such as Ingres' Odalisque, Manet9s Olympia, and 
Botticelli's Venus . The figures are often recumbent, gazing at 
the viewer with expectation or invitation. A standing figure 
with feet apart, muscles rippling, its arm in a forward striking 
motion and the overall composition of the body in a diagonal is 
active, aggressive, and dominating. (Think of representations of 
Hercules, Apollo, or any number of warriors or athletes.) A 
reclining figure with supple curves is receptive, calm, and pas- 
sive. The nude figure has different meanings and impacts with- 
in different cultures; its gestures have lineages and levels of 
importance. 

Like many of Koenig's previous works in painting, these have 
a dry touch, with the particular airy dryness of pastel and char- 
coal. These are not the juicy, paint-loaded figures of an artist 
such as Lucien Freud, but endless marks of colored dust on 
paper, an ephemeral medium. To create an even further dis- 
tancing, Koenig often works from slides. "Photography is a 
way of distancing, being more contemplative and intellectual. 
Which one can't do when faced with a posing model." 
Often Koenig works from multiple views of the same pose. 
Dais #I ,  #2 present two views of the same pose, looking at 
the length of the body from the head and from the feet The 
figure is almost vertical on the vertical page. It lies on a car- 
toon-like oval dais (a round platform), a compositional trick 
borrowed from Francis Bacon. It is described by a pencilled 
arc across the bottom of the page and mute gray background 
above, suggesting a horizon line. The left leg is extended, the 
right propped up by its foot, right arm thrown over the face, 
and left trailing off to be cut off at the edge of the page. Edges 
are rounded, gestures soft, the flesh silky and unmarred. 

There is a lushness in this work that the earth tones and 
monotones hold at arm's length from the viewer. It's distant 
but unabashedly sensual. The body in repose is relaxed, 
expectant. It's the male body in the "female" repose of Ingres' 
Odalisque. Having the two views of the same pose reversed 
creates a sense of disjuncture, movement and passing time as 
in Muybridge. The body is presented as the turning hands of 
the clock positioned at 6 and 12. The limp left arms go off the 
page at lower left and upper right, creating a gesture between 
the two panels. The round platform also suggests rotation. The 
simultaneous verticality and horizontality of the figure create 
an uneasy gravity. It is a body ostensibly at rest within a care- 
fully constructed illusion of motion. 

Conflicting interpretations of the -In a triptych entitled How on 

nude have existed throughout 
history, certainly now. Greek 
Kouros figures represent man as 
godlike; the heroic nudes of the 
Renaissance show the triumph of 
the individual and Muybridge's 
photographs reveal the all power- 
ful eye of technology. In 
Christian theology, nakedness is 
often a symbol of shame and 
guilt, and male nudity continues 
to incite controversy. A copy of 
Michelangelo's David on the 
Scajaquada sans fig leaf is 
accentable. Frontal nuditv on 
television is not. Bill Viola's The 
Messenger at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery was OK. A nude 
Jesus Christ on a cross is not. It's an epic of who can look, 
under what circumstances, and with what controls. Koenig's 
drawings continue this ancient conversation. These instances 
(some familiar, others more hidden) and the way they have been 
imprinted on our brains provide a context for this particular 
exhibition. 

two. It could also be a gesture 
of reverence to the earth, completing a circle with the ground. 
A long arc crosses the three panels, dividing foreground and 
background, perhaps a reference to the globe. In the left panel 
of the triptych there are two figures making the same gesture, 
one at the middleground and one much smaller in me distance. 
It feels like a reference to architectural space, a similar, but 
reversed, construction based on Piero della Francesca's 
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. Homburg hats become 1 substitute for a particular 
representations of masculinity, identities for men of a 
age. The homburg was a popular object in Dada and 
ism, particularly in the work of Magritte, whom 

Koenig has paid homage to in her work. 

In a series titled Niche Paintings Homburg hatsehang magical- 
ly in a space similar to the monastic setting of Fra Angelica's 
Annunciation. Koenig paid homage to Magritte in a series 
from tbe 1970s entitled Magritte Cracks Me Up. 

The body and its gestures may be the most examined subject 
matter in the history of world art and culture. It seems that no 
aspect of the human body has been left in shadows; no bodily 
position, pose or gesture unrecorded. Koenig is joins a long 
lineage of artists who place the body in its time, give human 
flesh its poetic and intellectual significance, and create lan- 
guage out of gesture. Looking at this group of drawi%lgs as a 
whole, they move into two groups: relaxed poses meditations 
on sleep and death, active poses examining man as animal. By 
placing drawings into groups of two or three, Koenig creates 
movement, narrative, and allusions to other artists and art his- 
torical movements. Confrontations is a significant leap in 
Koenig's conversation about the human form and the vocabu- 
larks of the seen world. 

- Sara Kellner, Visual Arts Director 

1. From a conversation with the artist, July, 1997 

: for many years, these objects have been her language. Often 
the arrangements are meditations on men and women through 
the surrogate presence of still-life objects. The works include 
eaaminations of pictorial roles, scale, representation, illusion, 
and art history. In Elegy R.M.fmm 1992, three Homburg hats 

- seem to float in space. The composition is highly rhythmic 
and formal, strikingly similar to the triptych How on Earth. 
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Cover Image: Absurd Heights #4, #5, #6 , 1997, pastel on paper, trip- 
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