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Find me in a sea of blankets sifting through images of absence.
Pale color worlds of static snowfall on nacreous blanks. Mono-
chromatic seas made of dune and cartoon clouds. Everything
arrives wrapped in a Vermeer gauze, and leaves in a Tex Avery
cloud of smoke. Thoughts are suspended in action like a Monet
snow globe shaken to a thick blizzard. The scent of cold expresses
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an internal truancy. (I should add that truancy also accounts for
much of art’s internal struggles; even Monet gradually lost his
vision to a cataract haze.) Like so, images from art history are torn
into focus: Duchamp’s Belle Haleine, Eau de Voilette (1920/21)
meets Erik Dietman’s Tiblean malade (1966). These are ideas
catching their death in the cold. Even the Arc de Triomphe has
been wrapped. I find myself caught trying to solve these Advil-
shaped aches with ornamental bandages. I feel like Hamlet’s
Ghost noticing as the glow-worm “gins to pale his uneffectual
fire”! It took me a while here to understand that what I am look-
ing for, or rather, what I am looking at, in the near emptiness of
Halvor Renning’s partially concealed images, is something of a
progressive malady: a slow degradation. This isn’t so much about
the biochemical as it is about perception. The disappearance of
the subject. The difficulties of its recuperation. Annie Ernaux said
it simply in Zhe Years (2008): “All the images will disappear.”>

Pictures exhaust and are exhausted.

Pages of magazines are reduced to their composite colors. In
the forefront is an ineluctable blur; a background moved closer.
Their claustrophobic closeness samples feelings of insomnia,
woollen fogs, fugue states. Images stuck in various stages of
non-being flicker tirelessly through veils of paint, until the
thought that whatever, or whomever, these colors were meant
to carry no longer quite exists nor could they be recuperated
from where they’ve fallen. As if the found images at the bottom
of Halvor’s pastel pools struggled to remember who they had
been before the color-clouds crowded their substance. Strange,

1 William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, ed. Sylvan Barnet (New
York: Chamberlain Bros., 2006), 153.
2 Annie Ernaux, The Years, trans. Alison L. Strayer (London: Fitzcarraldo Editions, 2018), 6.
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blue moods. An odorless life. A smoke filling an empty room.
It has been difficult to know what to read to understand these
works. I read Anne Carson’s Decreation in a single sitting, for
the second time, searching for that something seen from what
she calls “the sleep side” A cottony, dove-gray landscape tired
of its own semantics. Staring back at life is a kind cartoonish
crossover—nothing changes but the frame.

Absence brought to the forefront.
An inexorable suffocation of substance.

Reading about Degas’ progressive loss of vision to retinal dis-
case, I sink into seeing these paintings with poor visual acuity;
maybe a cataract: scenes of domestic luxury, interior porn,
pop quizzes about money, Playgirl subscriptions, and other
exhaustive instances of our glossy psychic lives filtered through
painting’s milky lens. How palliative. Halvor’s are paintings of
blinding and blindness, a gradual obscuring, timepieces, past
idols, dreams, and loss that looks back on itself. Architectural
Digest centrefolds and Page Six columns are obscured by pastel
cloud canopies; glimpses of text have been left in the lacunae of
paint. One “reads” (in an easy mad-lib): Dream ... 0 you believe ...
ghosts? Others conceal carefully selected cutouts of four-poster
beds, bright Chrysanthemums, gilded doorknobs, and muted
spaces. The coniferous calm of Jacques Polge’s ofice—Jacques
Polge, who brought us A/lure Homme, Blew de Chanel, and Coco
Mademoiselle; and who'd very well know that the scent of cold is
actually a temperature-induced absence of scent molecules in the
air—is filled with green-white fumes. Thin as the sillage of scent
lingering in space after someone has left. It reminds me that for
awhile in the aftermath of a tragic death in the family, I dreamt
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air—is Blled with|green-wihit es. Thin af the sillage of scent ies act like tiny emetic treats that project all bitter worry and
lingering in space after sofpeorie has left/ It feminds me that for

a while in the aftermath ofja trpkic death/infthe famlly, I dreamt 3 Jack Skelley, Everything For Baby (Venice, CA: Fred & Barney Press, 1980).
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anguish outside of ourselves. Impossible to ignore the rushes
of fabled horror that come with periods of grief, especially
when steeped in the conditional. But what inexpressible relief is
expelled into the blank image. “We don’t forget, but something
vacant settles in ourselves,” Barthes wrote.* Life is so strange with
its convalescent juice boxes and snow globe souvenirs. Staring
into space is a form of existential relief.

Halvor’s painted overlays stage comic erasures, or colors caching
a small death, in the same way that clouds of smoke and dust
come to conceal cartoon characters in the event of their ani-
mated ends. Gunshots to the head, canyon falls, and crushing
objects confirm impact in a comic puff. Except death in cartoons
rarely sticks. Figures are instead resuscitated in the next frame,
or following episode, mostly as themselves, unharmed, though
at times also as disgruntled ghost doubles. The “Seen-It-All
Suicide” gag known from early Looney Tunes’ skits seems partic-
ularly relevant here, given that what we’re approaching is image
overload, or something like a gradual loss of faith in the image’s
capacity to mean. This isn’t an arbitrary observation. Just dial
back your timepiece: In Untitled (2014) an unanimated line-
drawn man has stabbed himself in the head with the one arm
he has left. (Funny.) The other has been replaced with a wound.
Art school, I presume, has left an arrow embedded in the heart’s
arena. It’s a grad show suicide gag on par with the aforemen-
tioned seven-minute skits, wherein a character, say Bugs Bunny,
witnesses the incredulous, resigns to have “Seen it all!”, then
summons a gun ex nihilo and pulls the trigger. A joyful brutality.
These sequences were cut from cartoons for fear that kids would

4 Roland Barthes, Mourning Diary: October 26, 1977 — September 15, 1979, trans. Richard
Howard (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012), 228.
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try to off themselves in the belief that they, too, would magically
reanimate. The painting image does something more insidious. It
traps its subject forever in the moment of evisceration.

The dying sad man is still dying. Perhaps that’s also funny.

So is the implied perspective in these paintings—looking back
at, around, through—as it recalls a strange moment in Nabokov’s
Pale Fire (1962), a title inspired by Hamlet’s noted Glow-Worm,
where the newly-dead protagonist, a poet, dispatches from the
other side: “Everything I loved was lost / But no aorta could
report regret.”” It’s as though he, the poet, transcends the red
syncopation of anatomical life into a violently animated end.
The sun turns to rubber. The blood-black void spins. The cross-
over to death is described as a backward glance revealing many
“interlinked cells;” or cels, as I like to imagine them: a stack of
layered transparencies; 100,000 of them to make a feature-length
life. (“We’ll end up less than sketches,” echoes Amy Gerstler in
Cartoons.®) Lost is everything except endlessly expanding space.
A room looking back at the life that has left it. The empty aorta
is reduced to a flat image. Nothing left to look at, or lament.

So more correctly this is about the textures of animated space,
when devoid of characters.

It’s about character-shaped holes, painting’s loss of subject.

If T am drifting across the loosened emotions of cartoons and
their palliative violence, in toon lives that cross into chaos and

S Vladimir Nabokov, Pale Fire (1962; repr., New York: Berkeley, 1984), 39.
6 Amy Gerstler, “Cartoons,” Barney: The Modern Stone-Age Magazine, 1984, 18.
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then cut straight back to calm, and the spaces that anchor their
upside-down animateness, it is only to access some small sense
of anarchy implied. Lawlessness on par with a snow day that
forces you to stay inside. Inexorable exhaustion contemplated
on high. The kind of resignation that feels felicitous. Grief’s
sub rosa clause is a similar muting. Sad? Ha-ha sad? Maybe. I
think more to the feeling of racing down a slope, and not being
able to see clearly between piercing sunlight and powder snow.
About sharp flakes forming on lashes. The brightness of a dull
pain. Passing from this world to the next on a too-soft mattress.
Snow crunches underfoot like crisp sheets of the convalescent
bed. I flip through the pages of a magazine. The next cartoon
comes on: “a veil against the agonies of what is coming.” These
paintings take a break from their own tireless production. A
storm of pillow stuffing clouds vision.

s g why, what 8 AL
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