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What kind of violence has disrupted your life?
Are there other social issues in this exhibition that disrupt you?
Have you Þgured out what to do about these disruptions?

Join artist Carola Penn,  curator Sheldon Hurst and Elizabeth Durant, 
minister at First Congregational UCC in discussion and reßection on 
DISRUPTION in our lives today.
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	 HOPE IS NOT a form of guarantee; it’s a form of energy, 	  
	 and very frequently that energy is strongest in circumstances 	   
	 that are very dark.	 	 	 -- John Berger

THE POVERTY OF OUR CENTURY is unlike that of any other.   It is 
not, as poverty was before, the result of natural scarcity, but of a set of 
priorities imposed upon the rest of the world by the rich. Consequently, the 
modern poor are not pitied … but written off as trash. The twentieth-century 
consumer economy has produced the Þrst culture for which a beggar is a 
reminder of nothing.	 	 	      	 -- John Berger
 

	 PLACES MATTER. Their rules, their scale, their design 
	 include or exclude civil society, pedestrianism, equality, 	
	 diversity (economic and otherwise), understanding of where 
	 water comes from and garbage goes, consumption or conservation. 
	 They map our lives.	 	 	 -- Rebecca Solnit

. . . IS NATURE A SACRED ENTITY and are humans one with all living 
creatures, or is nature a wilderness refuge requiring protection from the 
ravages of humankind? Or is nature just a reservoir of resources intended for 
human use? Is nature a web of processes that link garden, city, and globe? Is 
there a history common to all in a society or is there no shared past? Whose 
history should be remembered and celebrated in public places? Is art separate 
from the everyday, or rooted in the normal processes of living? Is art the 
province of the expert, or can, and does, everyone participate? Should places 
assert or exert power over people or empower them? . . .” 
	 	 	 	 	 	 -- Anne Whiston Spirn

ARTIST’S STATEMENT:  CAROLA PENN  

The Free Speech Movement at UC Berkeley, and a summer spent in 
Washington DC lobbying for the Mississippi Freedom Democrats, made an 
indelible impression on me about disparities in this country. The subsequent 
years have reinforced the experience of this fragmented society; urban 
renewal, wars, environmental degradation, issues of immigration, and 
general social indifference remain ongoing problems. Both positive and 
negative aspects of disruption continue to challenge our day to day 
experience. I feel impelled to Þnd a visual language for expressing the theme 
of disruption in painted forms.
In the eighties, at PNCA, I began working with irregular shapes, combining 
images in order to avoid the rectangular format of a canvas and exploring 
possibilities for creating a different kind of dis-order. While a framed picture 
can suggest a separate, perfect world, reassuring the viewer that art can solve 
the imbalances of life, I would rather trigger discomfort by creating forms 
that disturb. I cut painted wooden panels with a jigsaw, rearrange them, 
intersperse them with collage, forming irregularly shaped, violently 
juxtaposed images. 
Panels that make up my paintings can be moved, inhabit different paintings, 
or be replaced depending on the contexts where they are shown. I look for 
disruptions that are not entirely chaotic but suggest relationships between the 
images, tell stories of their histories or inspire narratives in the viewer’s 
imagination.  I want to bring disparate elements together, in order to 
stimulate thinking about mending problems and Þnding answers through on-
going dialog.
Some resources for my work include Cubism, Film, Expressionism, and the 
media.  Cubism enabled us to see the complexity of visual representation 
from different perspectives within one frame. Film has opened my eyes to the 
power of framing, cropping, and editing. Expressionism empowers the 
communication of personal vision. And the Media (digital, radio, television, 
and paper) is a pervasive factor that colors the atmosphere with its intrusion 
of horriÞc events interspersed with commercials and trivia.
In the eighties and nineties my paintings were allegorical, inßuenced by 
Þgurative paintings of Max Beckman, Edvard Munch, David Park and many 
others.  Lately, I have drawn more speciÞcally from present moments, living 
and traveling in Portland, the Northwest, and West Coast. I use the color, 
textures and the tactility of painted surfaces to express physical connection to 
these places; they are means of sensing painting as an intimate gestural 
experiment.



CURATOR’S REFLECTION:  SHELDON HURST

THE MARKS WE MAKE

 As a child in a small town in southern Ohio, I walked many trails 
through nearby woods. The stories of Native American Mound 
Builders piqued my interest because of the mysterious presence of these 
slight and gentle rises in the earth, something created centuries before my 
family moved there.  One of the stories we were told had to do with the way 
these ancient people lived without disturbing their environment.  They made 
paths through the forest, but they knew how to walk without leaving an 
imprint, without leaving evidence they had passed that way.  They read trees 
and sky and hills for directions, and nature was a very close friend.

 What a contrast the Mound Builders’ paths were to Eisenhower’s 
Highway Act of 1956, the national road building project.  Near my home was 
built a road that stretched from Cincinnati to Cleveland via Columbus; the 
CCC connected three great Midwestern cities for the sake of easy travel and 
with an eye to possible military use. It also cut great swaths through farmland 
and made bold incisions into the major cities along the way, including my 
own.  And while I experienced this road infrastructure as it was being built in 
Ohio in the late 1950s, I subsequently discovered that this same effort was 
realized in other cities and countrysides throughout our nation, from Boston 
to Chicago to San Francisco, from Minneapolis to Saint Louis to New 
Orleans.  And, it turns out, in Portland, where I make my home now.  The 
highways cut cities into sections and redefined social patterns according to 
relatively haphazard ideas.  

In her work, the artist Carola Penn confronts us with the planned and un-
planned consequences of this highway system in our particular city.  Here in 
Portland, people must adjust to living on this side or that side of Interstate 5, 
along this stretch of Interstate 84 or that one, inside or outside 405 and 205; 
we must choose which rush or crush of traffic will define our daily commutes 
and excursions.  For the artist, such roads are a metaphor for the variety of 
social disruptions that happen, in multiple ways, in the life of any city, in the 
social awareness of any people, and in the relationships we have with the 
earth we call home.  There are cuts, coverings, and major constructs that 
define our lives and that shape, at the deepest levels of our existence, how we 
consider our lives. Penn’s paintings in this exhibition explore this metaphor 
not only with the images she chooses but also with the shapes of her 
paintings and the physical divisions of each work. Sometimes her panels 
overlap; almost always they are placed so one is lower or higher than the 
others; they are not uniformly joined and sometimes they overlap.  Her 
presentation choices as well as her images emphasize breaks and resulting disruptions.

Figure 1.  Free Way through Town.

Free Way through Town (Fig. 1), for example, confronts us with a road which 
splits the city’s people and has cut through animal habitats and the earth 
itself--a road we know was built for the sake of connecting this city with 
another and businesses here with others there.  Its three panels instead of one 
compel us to contemplate the role of such a highway in the disjointed nature 
of city life, in the effects of the resulting social separations, and in the 
congestion faced in daily living.  These are issues we too frequently find it 
easy to ignore, but they are the foundation for the question Carola Penn 
keeps asking with her images:  “How do we live?”  People choosing life in 
harmony with nature has given way to people living with and continuing to 
make bold imprints that seem not even to consider nature or community.  The 
result leaves its mark on the land; it marks, shapes and defines the people 
who live here.  Twenty-first century life is a far cry from that of the Ohio 
Mound Builders or the indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest.
 
Penn’s awareness of disruption is not focused on highways alone.  Fast track 
Forest  (Fig. 2) is one of the artist’s comments on big time, self-interested 
capitalism. The jarring hillside of leveled trees on the right panel and the full 
forest on the left are split by a panel of lumber, packed onto a train and in rail 



Figure 2. Fast track Forest.

transit. The disruption to the land is for the sake of big business and high end 
profit. The lowered central panel accents the disruption. In another painting 
(Fig. 3) Penn sets the oil fields on either side of hills in northern California, 
as if the oil rigs squeeze the vast land from which they suck the oil for profit. 
The upfront, in your face nature of these paintings refuses to let us disregard 
what is being destroyed: the habitat of animals, the beauty of the once dense 
forest and rolling hills, and the value of nature.    

Figure 3.  Golden State.

 The daily lives of people who live in the city are also a subject of 
Penn’s consideration.  She invites us to observe a distrupted scene in the city 
where we can hear the workmen repairing streets; the sidewalk, the road, the 
services adjust around the worksite needs (Fig. 4).  She also depicts the re-
focused lives of those who take public transportation; they are informed and 
reformed by the i-phones that psychologically distance them from potential 
life-togetherness in the bus (Fig. 5 ).  And so each artwork in the exhibition 
opens us to a new level of awareness of the marks we make, and that make 
us, in our place in the world.

Figure 4.  Paradise 1-800/Broadway Bridge.

 Overall, Penn’s art is realistic, each object clearly identifiable. The paint is 
mostly applied as distinct colors. The perception of the colors can  change, 
however, depending on one’s viewing point.  For example, viewed from a 
distance the tree stumps in Fast track Forest appear brown, and convey 
obvious deforestation and death, but up close they are alive with a play of 
color dancing in delightful rhythms and perhaps conjure up some hope for 
rejuvenation (Fig. 6 detail).  A close look at the central person in MAX Yellow 
Line reveals a massing of brush strokes at the knee, conveying both the bend 
and the reflective highlight (Fig. 7). The figure on the right includes sharply 
contrasting lines of color on the flesh, attesting to the way light has its ways 
with varying textures  (Fig 8).  These are Penn’s gestures in paint that give 
attention to the fleeting marks we experience each day.

Penn works as one who points out what is happening--here and now--in the 
hope that there will be those who take notice, take care, consider options,



Figure 5.  MAX Yellow Line.

and take actions that reflect deepening awarenesses and common 
sensitivities.  She raises our consciousness to the present realities of where 
and how we live; she obligates us to ponder our responses.   As we give our 
attention to the marks this artist makes on her panels, we become ever more 
aware of the marks we make in our own places, in our city, in our world.  We 
are not able to return to the pristine ways of forest dwellers and Mound 
Builders, but we can address the way we live now and the imprint we will 
leave:  we can make choices still.  Carola Penn’s art is a call to consider just 
who we are in this place, and what we can do to keep it human and in concert  
with nature.
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          Figure 6.  Fast track Forest, right panel detail.

            

                  

 

	 	   Figure 7.  MAX Yellow Line, central panel detail.



CHECKLIST

1. North Portland Junction,  acrylic and sand on board,  60” x 117”
 
2. Night Passage, acrylic, 48” x 96” 

3. Nights, arcylic, 48” x 64”

4. Free Way through Town, acrylic, 50” x 691/4”

5. Paradise 1-800/Broadway Bridge, acrylic, 48” x 81” 

6. Gulf, acrylic, collage, mixed media, 76” x 55”

7. Red line, acrylic, 54” x 82”

8. MAX Yellow Line, acrylic, 54” x 55”

9. UnÞnished City, acrylic on canvas and board, 84” x 100”

10. Fast track Forest, acrylic and plywood on board, 52” x 96”

11. Golden state, acrylic, 52” x 96”

12. Sauvie Island Road, acrylic, 48” x 61”

13. Forest Tracks, acrylic, sand on board, 59” x 63”

14. Time and Termites, wood pieces, sand, termite residue, acrylic, 48” x 36”

                                             
Figure 8.  MAX Yellow Line, right panel detail.

!             Figure 9. Paradise 1-800/Broadway Bridge, left panel detail.
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