Small but Mighty
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“Warrio’s Ceremonial Mask #4,” by

               Takeshi Yamada

BWAC Small Works Show

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 10/29/02

By RICK PALLEY

We’ve all heard how good things come in small packages.

Maybe that explains the case of the ever-shrinking cell phone, or the popularity of BMW’s Mini Cooper reissue, a car so tiny you have to step out of it to change your mind.

The same holds true for art. An individual painting or sculpture needn’t take up a whole wall or corner of a gallery to have great impact. 

That’s the idea behind the Brooklyn Working Artists Coalition Small Works Show, where entries are limited to pieces smaller than 27 inches. The show, featuring the work of more than 150 artists, runs weekends through December 7 at the Beard Street piers in Red Hook.

Part of what makes the show so interesting is seeing how different artists approach working within a limited area.

Stephen Basso uses his small space to paint a wonderfully skewed take on the expression “a man’s home is his castle” in his oil-on-board,  “The Days Before Television.” Juxtaposing the modern with the medieval, Basso pictures an average male couch potato in a white T-shirt, snack in hand, transposed into the centuries-old setting of a castle turret.

No TV?  No problem -- the man stares contentedly out of a small arched window, looking at the world outside the castle walls.

Adam Suerte Gould creates an affectionate portrait of a different but equally captivating world in his “Brooklyn Love.” 

It’s what one might see from many a Brooklyn window or stoop; brownstones, blacktop, trees, and telephone wires, in this case viewed through a loopy, fish-eye lens perspective.

Other artists have adapted the small canvas to a more intimate style of close-up.  

In “Ironman,” Paul Vignon skillfully renders a unique, pool’s surface point-of-view of a smiling, blue-capped swimmer as he rests on a lane rope. Appearing relaxed and totally in his element, the swimmer is framed by light streaming in from the background that plays nearby off the blue, wave-dimpled water.

Erica Hope Carpenter gets in even closer with her painting, “Mike” – so close, in fact, that the top of her subject’s head, which fills the entire canvas, gets cut off.

But rather than looking like a badly-framed photo taken by your kid brother, the effect actually emphasizes the artist’s rough, dynamic brush strokes, highlighting the contours and colors of her subject’s face.

One of the more remarkable portraits isn’t painted on canvas at all, but rather on the shell of a horseshoe crab.

Takeshi Yamada has ingeniously transformed the spiky shell of one of these pre-historic-era holdovers into a bit of tribal art by painting a face and gold helmet on it. The result, “Warrio’s Ceremonial Mask #4,” is as striking as it is unique.

Equally unusual, and arresting, is Ryan Sanchez’s “Soul Messenger.”  

Sanchez, like Yamada, has turned something real -- in this case a small valise –

into something only imaginable; a suitcase in which to carry little souls.  

On one side, labeled “Heaven,” Sanchez has painted an angelic, big-eyed girl among the clouds in heaven, clutching a rabbit to her chest. On the other, “Hell,” he has drawn a child’s idea of the underworld, with the devil, sitting, arms crossed, in a little red wagon, waiting to be pulled by a forlorn-looking homunculus. 

Consider it the perfect Halloween accessory for the kid who has everything.

Speaking of which, all the items in the show are for sale, and some are being offered in a silent auction, where a top bid of $400 automatically reserves the artwork for the buyer.

In addition to paintings, there are also plenty of prints, sculptures, mixed media, drawings, and photographs to see, including some by artists Elanit Kane, William D. King, and Audrey Anastasi, all of whose work has been previously reviewed in “Whatevah.”

Oh, yeah, almost forgot about those piers.

The Beard Street piers are actually warehouses dating back to the Civil War-era, and are truly artworks unto themselves. Massive, four-story-tall structures built from brick and stone, they have been restored to their original beauty by owner Greg O’Connell.

Work on the piers continues below the waterline as O’Connell and company fight the tireless and tiresome destruction wrought by shipworms, a kind of marine termite. 

In the meantime, O’Connell says he is weeks away from buying a neighboring pier from the city, which he intends on restoring, too. His plans include a Fairway market on the ground floor, plus residential, commercial, and artist’s space on the upper floors. But more on that in later pages.

The Brooklyn Working Artists Coalition’s seventh annual Small Works Show will be open on weekends at the Beard Street piers in Red Hook through December 7. For info, call (718) 596-2507, or visit www.bwac.org.

