








through a stained glass window. In thse and other paintings, it is
the viewer who is is the unseen figure in the painting, and his or
her attention is both outward and introspective. Belag’s paintings
further underscore this duality by being simultaneously self-
contained and incomplete, with the framed areas managing to
suggest a glimpse of something mysterious and unnameable, while
also evoking something disarmingly familiar. While the mood is
contemplative, replete with sadness, eroticism, and a feeling of
unbridgeable distance, her work reminds us that there are
pleasures to be had in the most ordinary moments of seeing, that
one’s experiences may be isolating, but they are also rewarding.
After all, it's not clear in Noir whether one is alone or not,
whether something has just happened or what will happen next.

One of the abiding strengths of Noir is that it succeeds in
suggesting a narrative without ever departing from abstraction.
The title even hints at film as being a possible inspiration, thus
further complicating the way the painting can be read. Belag
knowingly and imaginatively reinvents the format of a window, as
well as the relationship between interior and exterior. One thinks
of the paintings of Vermeer, Bonnard, and Hopper, among others,
all of whom reinvented this format in their work. However, within
the history of postwar American abstraction, its insistence on
flatness and the grid, the format of the window has been both
scorned and marginalized, regarded at best as obsolete.

Belag goes a long way to recovering the window as a
structuring device, as a way of making the viewer aware that the
world is layered, multiple, expansive, and various. The tension
between completeness and incompleteness conveys the feeling that

all our views are partial, that there is no place from which the
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world can be fully seen. At the same time, her compressed layers
of semi-transparent paint serve to remind us that the surface is
never all that there is to see, that something more is waiting to
be glimpsed, that the world both reveals itself and eludes us at

every moment.

In Piapno (1998), a large painting, Belag not only jettisons her
use of wverticals as a framing device, but she also reinvents her
use of horizontals. Some stretch across the entire length of the
painting, while others do not. Along the left side she has broken
up a dusky rose wvertical with densely painted horizontals in such
a way that it appears to be beneath some of them and adjacent to
others. Placed horizontally near the middle of the composition is
a dark blue stroke, which is aligned with, as well as abuts
against, a pale blue horizontal stroke. The dark blue is
transformed along the seam separating it from the lighter blue,
becoming the other color as it crosses from one band to the next.
Piano should be considered a breakthrough painting within
Belag’s recent, ongoing body of work. Among other things, it
reveals that she has not come anywhere near the end of her run,
that there are still many more possibilities to be discovered
within her format of tightly compacted, vertical and horizontal
brushstrokes. Because the bars in Piano are largely horizontal and
used without framing vertical bands, the viewer senses that the
composition expands beyond the physical edges. At the same time,
the composition isn’t a pattern; and it doesn’t suggest something
that is infinitely reproducible. Rather, the viewer’s attention
shifts wvertically and horizontally without being to fix on either

the center or the edges. In a series of four different sized
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rectangles arranged vertically along the left side, for example,
the scraped down alizarin crimson seems simultaneously part of an
interrupted vertical band and a series of self-contained
rectangles.

That we can read the the alizarion crimson as both an
interuppted veretical band and as four different sized rectangles,
causes us to consider its identity without being able to reach a
conclusion. This inability to name what we are looking at opens
the painting up, makes it something speculate upon. Thus, in
Biano, Belag goes beyond narrative possibilities and arrives at
what must be regarded as the realm of metaphysical speculation,
particularly since her subject matter is the relationship between
materiality and light. Elsewhere in the painting, the horizontal
brown band, which divides the painting into almost egqually sized
upper and lower halves, seems to be superimposed over the scraped
down alizarin crimson. Directly above it, the horizontal band that
changes from dark blue to light blue seem to have penetrated the
scraped down alizarin crimson. The horizontal grooves in both the
brown and blue bands register movement. Despite how much a
painting can slow down time, the world itself has never been
still. It is a fact that Belag always acknowledges in her work.

In Piano, celor is both material and immaterial, both a thing
and light. The juxtaposition of physicality and opticality
underscores the fact that our relationship with the world is based
upon both seeing and touching. It this investigation of the
individual’s relationship to the world that has been central to
Belag’s work since ‘96. The various rectangles, horizontal, and
vertical bands become windows connecting us a world we never fully

see, only know that it is right there in front of our eyes, remote
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yet vivid. Within this context, Belag’'s use of framing bands to
evoke a window (or a frame) gains in emotional weight; one is
always trying to see what is approaching, whether it is something
beyond the horizon or in the future,

Like Noir, Nocturne, and other recent paintings, Piano stirs
something up in us. And what is stirred up in us is marked by the
rectangles in which the horizontal bands have been abutted
together, the feeling that they are both enough and somehow, and
somewhat painfully, not enough. Want to drink in more, we are
reminded of our thirst, reminded perhaps that it is part of our
unreasonableness, part of abiding dissatisfaction. At the same
time, for all their intense hedonism, Belag’s paintings aren’t
hedonistic; they don’'t offer us an escape. It is at this limit
that her paintings exist, the brink of that place where one is
bathed in light and the liquidity of color, where time neither
ravages us nor stands still. Belag knows there is a difference
between imagination and fantasy. This is the pleasure her
paintings offer; it is about as pure a pleasure as one can get

these days.
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