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Foreword 

This catalogue and exhibition of Joan Moment's work represent the 
culmination of a unique artist-in-residence program shared by Wake Forest 
University, the Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art and the North 
Carolina School of the Arts. 

We are indebted to Mr. Howard Klein, deputy director of Arts and Humanities 
at the Rockefeller Foundation, for his support and belief in this exceptional 
program over the last six years. We are grateful to the Rockefeller Foundation 
for making it possible. The benefits to the many artists who have come to 
Winston-Salem—and to the wide and diverse audience that has interacted with 
the artists—will be felt for many years to come. 

On the last page of this catalogue is a complete list of all artists-in-residence 
and visiting artists who participated in the Rockefeller-funded program. 

Laura Carpenter 
A.I.R. Program Coordinator 



Rawness, crudity balanced by sensuality 

Metaphors, symbols, signs—the search for visual 
equivalents for experience links all artists, despite 
their differences, in a common pursuit. In developing 
hers, Joan Moment has often looked for sustenance 
outside the realm of modern art alone. Throughout 
fifteen years of evolving imagery of personal 
significance. Moment has found inspiration in the 
legacy of non-Western cultures and earlier centuries, 
her experience of which is incorporated into 
paintings that bear only traces of their sources. 

Scanning the interior of Moment's New York studio 
and of the house in California where she lived for 
many years, the eye pauses at beaded leather 
objects from Africa, colorful ethnic textiles, a book 
or two on Australian aboriginal art and others on 
American folk art. The artist's fragmentary 
conversations with herself in her notebooks mention 
the allure of New Guinea funerary art, American 
Indian petroglyphs and medieval manuscripts. 
Metamorphosed through Moment's process of 
thinking and painting, this geographically and 
temporally broad array of sources has emerged over 
the years in works with decorative or geometric 
patterning, saturated colors, mirror-image symmetry 
and strongly iconic forms that, recognizable or not, 
transcend their specific origins. 

In these and other aspects. Moment's painting has 
taken many turns, while adhering to its individual 

identity, and the works in this exhibition represent 
her most recent shift in direction. The meticulous 
patterning that frequently prevailed in the 
landscapes of the mid-1970s through the more 
nonreferential work of the past few years is now 
manifested as checkerboards or circles defining 
isolated areas or forms. The bold colors have been 
softened by greater attention to value. The deeper 
space results in part from a more ambiguous 
relationship of figure to ground, in part from a 
looser, more layered handling of paint. The mirror- 
image symmetry that once organized the 
compositions has relaxed to allow a refreshing 
sense of nonhierarchical order, or disorder. 
Relinquishing her hold on something previously 
grasped tightly. Moment releases an expressiveness 
that indicates an increased involvement with the feel 
and touch of paint. 

Many of these changes begin to take place in the 
paintings that immediately precede the most current 
works in this exhibition. Two in particular, 
"Nighttime Summit" and "Gyrations of the Nymph," 
mark this noticeable transition. While covering a 
short period of time in her career, this bridge spans 
considerable distance. The more recent the work, 
the fewer images expand to fill the surface, the 
more oblique their sources and references. This 
reduction is accompanied—in fact, makes 
possible—an energetic painterliness that refuses to 
let the images remain static. 



Yet for having emerged from within this elusive 
context. Moment's images are no less intricate in 
meaning, as if the seeming reduction in surface 
complexity has amplified the potential 
interpretations. The columns, which first appeared in 
Moment's 1981 paintings, reach across several 
centuries to bring together elements of medieval 
manuscripts and associations with the nineteenth 
century architecture of her relatively new home. 
New York. Poised against these symbols of 
civilization, these fragments asserting the presence 
of the productive rational mind, are the circles and 
ellipses that for Moment have served as "images of 
desire" heated by boldly linear depiction and pure 
colors. Freed of gravity, the ellipses within ellipses 
assume the identity of planets, galactic 
configurations and vortices expanding and 
contracting in the nebulous space of the paper or 
canvas. Implied in the interaction of verticality and 
roundness is the relationship between male and 
female. Distilled into their essences. Moment's 
forms become archetypes of human knowledge and 
experience, imbuing the work with a spirituality that 
is not conventionally religious but recognizes that 
magic is to be found residing beyond mere 
appearance. 

Reaching into the past as she expresses the 
present. Moment sees herself as developing her 
own iconography, not replicating a primitive one. 

But the challenge that confronts a painter of her 
background and sophistication is how to give 
substance to these signs and symbols without 
actually painting primitively. Esthetic atavism, in spite 
of its brief recent fashion, is not a viable or 
believable trait in an artist with an MFA and a studio 
in Soho. For Moment, however, naive and primitive 
art has a role not only in developing imagery, but 
also in determining her attitude and relationship to 
artmaking. Moment's cultural investigations have 
lead her to discovering the magic of transforming 
raw materials, the ritualistic process of giving form 
to paint and the desirability of painting artlessly 
while not denying the time and environment in 
which she lives. Magic, ritual, artlessness: "If I could 
have my way," she once wrote, "I would like to be 
a naive abstract painter." 

Those terms are less contradictory than they may 
initially sound, for despite disparate artistic intentions 
and levels of awareness between the two, the 
abstract painter shares with the naive artist a 
reliance on intuition, on allowing spontaneous 
invention to detour predetermined acts of will. 
Making contact with this primal impetus for 
creativity. Moment shuns technical finesse in favor 
of awkwardness and crudity. Like many artists 
whose work matured during the 1970s, Moment 
gravitated toward materials for their potential to 
express her ideas rather than according to the 



formalist dictates of what painting and sculpture 
should be. Uncomfortable with the edge imposed 
by the stretcher bar and with the inherent texture of 
canvas. Moment frequently constructs her painting 
surfaces not only in response to content, but to 
maintain a tension between painting as surface and 
painting as object. Rubber, condoms, neoprene, 
fashioned into repetitive forms—the nontraditional 
materials and attitudes suggesting the sculpture of 
Eva Hesse—were among the materials in Moment's 
first body of post-graduate school work. As texture 
of paint and symbolism of color became increasingly 
important, she turned to unstretched cheesecloth 
backed with muslin as a surface to receive gesso 
and latex enamel. Even the stretched canvases in 
this exhibition have been overlaid with cheesecloth 
to impart a rough texture and to give the edges a 
fragile irregularity. In these works and in the single 
and multipart paintings on paper, there is an 
ongoing conversation between opposites—between 
areas that look old and others that look new, 
between organic and geometric, between dry and 
oily, between light and dark, between nuance and 
audacity. 

Yet the rawness and crudity are balanced by an 
equal measure of sensuality. This intentionally ironic 
combination appears variously in the work of Philip 
Guston, Alfred Jensen, Bill Jensen and Elizabeth 
Murray, artists with whom Moment feels intellectual 

and emotional correspondence. That sensuality, 
previously embodied in Moment's precise definition 
of form and choice of color, is now expressed 
primarily in her fluid manipulations of paint. Her 
iconic forms seem to emerge from this surface 
rather than to be placed on it. Although the images 
carry some of the flatness long characteristic of 
Moment's vision, these new works are among her 
most spatially ambiguous. Beyond technique, 
however. Moment's layering and scumbling are 
traces of the exploration and discovery important to 
her process of working. 

In revealing that process, Moment slows down the 
way her paintings are perceived. Her works have 
always had power in their expressive directness. No 
less powerful, these new paintings seem to allow a 
greater openness of meaning, an openness that 
rewards over time and with understanding. 

Judith Dunham 

Judith Dunham is a writer and critic who has received 
two NEA Critics Fellowships. Currently she is associate 
director of the World Print Council in San Francisco. 
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From Joan Moment's Notebook 

October 1 983—January 1 984 

I am not interested in painterly finesse. I want to 
paint the image crudely and for that crudity to be 
authentic. I would like to make the images appear 
as if they had just been born, emerging out of mud. 

. . .abstract icons, archetypal 

. . .checkered patterns in European churches, 
Etruscan tombs, Irish medieval manuscripts, African 
Nubian mud dwellings. 

I would like to make an image that by its very 
nature, in terms of form and substance, bears an 
intensity and a life of its own which although 
foreign to the viewer is strangely recognizable and 
undeniably spiritual. And I would like this image to 
be so strong that it enters the heart and the soul. 

The red is like blood, raw flesh — alive, not dead, but 
with all the nerve endings exposed, (referring to 
"Pertaining to the Planets and Raw Nerve Endings") 

. . .it is embarrassing for me to admit that what I 
am after is an image of the soul. 

. . .The work is about the primitive world and the 
classical world. 

. . .the paintings are subliminally sexual, but that is 
not their primary purpose. I think there is a profound 
relationship between the spiritual and the physical. 

Favorite Unused Titles: 
Unexplored Regions 
Eternal Entity 
A Terrible Desire to Weep (crucifixion painting) 
Foreign Elements 
Human Suffering In Outer Space 

I would like my paintings to be soothing, nourishing, 
even healing as you live with them. I don't know if I 
have made any work like that. My work always 
seems to blast and confront rather than soothe and 
heal. Perhaps it could be like a big bandage. 

I think of painting as something like making 
magic — magic because what is made should 
transcend human experience and move into the 
realm of the spirit, that which is beyond 
explanation — Painting that should delight the eye in 
such a manner that one's confrontation with the 
painting serves to illuminate the soul. 

Joan Moment 
1/23/84 

DESIRE—the concentric circle was originally a 
symbol for longing and desire. It became a pond, a 
snowflake, the sun, a jewel, a planet, a soul, the 
universe. 
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