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For Billy Sullivan still life and portraiture oscillate on the same pictorial plane, offering clues to a specific person, place or time. In all but one of these new paintings and pastel drawings presented at francesca kaufmann, a protagonist shares space with still life objects, revealing a captured glimpse into quotidian, private lives. 

 Whether still life or portrait, Sullivan’s canvasses are animated through lush color combinations and energetic strokes that linger on purely visual pleasures - flowers, furniture, dishes, and ornamental patterns. These aesthetically appetizing objects serve as kind of screen, filtering the viewer’s gaze into the private, temporal realm of the sitter. The very presence of the still life becomes a measure of the passage of time. In Sybilla (2007) the vase of flowers in the foreground frames the scene in the background: Sybilla in a solitary moment, completely unaware and unaffected by the viewers gaze.

The psychological precision of Sullivan’s portraits is engendered in part through the sliding between viewer and voyeur, the boundary between the two almost always invisible: Carol, 250 Bowery (2007) is an intimate portrait of a woman bathing. Her smile and down-turned gaze suggests a private moment into which the viewer unknowingly stumbles. This exclusive moment unfolds as a kind of candid instant in time.

The transitory nature of Sullivan’s pictorial scenes allude to a photographic source. For Sullivan, photography has a central role as the formal armature for paintings and drawings, but also as a self-sufficient art object. In this show, Sullivan’s photography is represented by one cibachrome, and by a new DVD slideshow of eighty-one photographic diptychs.

The photograph, Amy & Sam, Summer 1976, further elaborates on the hide-and-seek game of still-life-portraiture. In this picture, Sullivan’s younger son Sam (two years old at the time) lays on his side next to his mother at the beach. A mischievous relationship develops between Sam’s loosely bound hands and feet, the bag of pistachios he eyes hungrily, the brilliant deep orange beach towel, and his mother’s exposed breast.

In a similar way, each picture in the slideshow Night and Day 1971-2007 captures a theater of manners and gestures. Viewed as a whole, this digital slideshow offers a vivid, flashing, first person account of thirty six years of parties and celebrations. Formal relationships are immediately sparked not just    between each half of the diptych, but also across time as afterimages in the mind. Night and Day 1971-2007 was premiered this past summer at Sullivan’s first museum survey, at Guild Hall of East Hampton, New York.

Please do not hesitate to contact the gallery for further information.
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