
Practically her whole life, Carola 
Penn has been devoted to social and 
political causes.  Devoted first and 
foremost to art, Penn has aimed her 
practice at understanding, and thus 
improving, the condition of humanity 
and nature alike. She has witnessed, 
and even participated in, some of the 
most profound political expressions 
in recent American history; but her 
art expresses a more nuanced, if 

no less forthright, grasp of modern 
circumstances, shaping itself not 
to movements or slogans but to 
sensations and observations. Penn’s 
paintings and works on paper do not 
display political concerns so much 
as atmospheric sensitivities. They 
advocate not for progressive change 
in policy so much as progressive 
change in perception.

An artist by profession for at least 
a half-century, Penn was trained at 
the University of California Berkeley. 

When she moved to Portland, Oregon, 
in 1969, she brought with her the 
lessons in painterly figuration gained 
in California. She has since expanded 
on those lessons, but has never 
abandoned them. Penn has embraced 
abstraction, but never left figuration. 
Unusually, this means not only that 
representational reference remains 
evident in her abstract works, but 
that she continues to work in a 
representational manner as well.

Penn’s current output trifurcates into 
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abstract and figurative series – one 
abstract series and two figurative, 
each of them further divided in two 
according to subject, image, and/
or treatment. Her representational 
works concentrate either on urban 
and semi-urban local scenes (the 
straightforward “In and Outside 
Portland” and the multi-panel 
“Interruptions”) or on dense woodland 
configurations (the “Forest Paintings,” 
concentrating on trees, and the “Path 
Series,” focused more on underbrush 
and other floor-level views). The 
abstract series engages a different 
palette as well as formal method, but 
also reflects on natural phenomena 
(as reflected in the titles of its two 
sub-series, “Lost Landscapes” and 
“Dust & Vapors”).

Even at its most extreme, where 
patterns of interwoven brushstrokes 
and mottled surfaces take over the 
entire expanse of the painting, Penn’s 
abstraction anchors itself in nature. 
The density of the brushwork and 
the earthy luminosity of the palette 
she normally employs when painting 
abstractly, flecked with sunlight and 
estival or autumnal hues, reflect the 
qualities of forest vegetation hardly 
less than does her representational 
woodland series. The rough-hewn 
but intimate quality of so many of the 
paintings in the “Dust & Vapors” sub-
series, furthermore, quite knowingly 
conjures leaves, tree bark, stones, 
and other incidental natural objects, 
even when displaying little more than 
seemingly random marks; the “Dust 
& Vapors” paintings seem to ask to be 
caressed and planted like seeds.

The woodland series provides a 
similarly close-up-and-personal 
relationship with the “skin” of nature, 
or at least of the plant kingdom. Penn 
paints both her “Forest Paintings” 
and works in the “Path Series” with 
an emphasis on natural density and 
rhythm. She finds spiky counterpoint 
in the branches of birches and 

conifers and contrasting grace and 
color in deciduous interruptions, or, 
looking down, in brambles, fallen 
stems, and whatever else winds up 
underfoot. In fact, the “Path Series” 
engages urban as well as non-
urban surfaces, as likely to direct 
our attention to pavement – asphalt, 
manhole covers, scattered garden 
detritus – as to the forest floor. 

The “Path Series” thus bridges to 
Penn’s more purely urban pictures, 
to both the prosaic “In and Outside 
Portland” paintings and the more 
challenging “Interruptions.” While 
the “In and Outside Portland” works 
combine a gentle awkwardness with 
an aggressive exactitude, giving them 
a quality both reportorial and naïve, 
the “Interruptions” propose a whole 
other level of formal manipulation. 
Each “Interruption” contains more 
than one panel, and each of those 
panels contains its own discrete 
image. Certain of the panels conjoin 
their pictorial content seamlessly, 
but normally the juxtapositions of 
panels yield jarring discontinuities, 
combining into diptychs and triptychs 
(not always arranged in linear 
fashion) whose contrasts comprise 
visual non-sequiturs. This cubist 
reformulation of both urban and 
forest fabric captures the fractured 
but persistent energy of our lives, 
much as the march of tree trunks 
and the tangles of branches – and 
the intermeshing of blots and strokes 
– in Penn’s other series conjure the 
ambiance of the forest and the feel of 
natural materials.

Penn has been working in and on 
all three series, and their sub-
series, for nearly a decade. Rather 
than “graduating” from one style 
to the next, as would be expected, 
she practices all three – or, if 
you would, six – simultaneously, 
evolving naturally and comfortably 
within each and feeding each with 
pictorial and technical elements 

from the others. Earlier, she had 
proceeded similarly with figure-based 
styles, even realizing an almost-
abstract figural series, stylizing 
and compartmentalizing renditions 
of the human figure and the urban 
landscape, at the same time as she 
was producing deliberately childlike 
images derived from comic books 
remembered from her own youth. 

The important factor throughout 
Penn’s recent career has been the 
consistency not of her practice but of 
her sensibility. Her touch, her sense 
of color, her responsivity to materials, 
her ability to turn clotted pigment into 
compelling images, all are evinced, in 
equal proportion and to equal effect, 
in whatever painting she produces in 
whatever series. Given this, Penn is 
comfortable working on a landscape 
today, a field of (seemingly) non-
objective strokes tomorrow, a hand-
sized picture of leaves and stems 
the day after. It is a vast repertory, 
but not an inconsistent one. It may 
make Penn that much more difficult 
to brand, but it gives breadth to her 
expression, an expression always 
seeking a human dimension.

Penn’s extra-aesthetic convictions, 
as noted, embrace human concerns 
and those of the ecosystem. Indeed, 
without resorting to sloganeering, her 
art, in all its variety, reminds us of 
our connection with and dependency 
on nature. Even her urban views – in 
concert with the nature-friendly city 
she inhabits – convey this connection, 
and urge us to think of this connection 
as seamless. That connection, after 
all, has frayed and threatens to 
unravel further; our politics, our 
society, our art will be for naught 
if we’re lost to nature. Carola Penn 
embraces nature from many angles, 
gently but insistently reminding us 
thereby that we are nothing without it.

http://www.carolapenn.com
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