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OPERATING SYSTEMS

By Pete Smith

Whatever we may think or affect to think of the present age, we cannot get out of it; we
must suffer the sufferings, and enjoy the enjoyments; we must share in its lot, and, to be
either useful or at ease, we must even partake its character.

— John Stuart Mill

Although it could be successfully argued that Baudelaire’s “The Painter of Modern Life” is the
prototypical manifesto for the entirety of Modernist painting, many of its underlying treatises
had been lingering in the cultural atmosphere for quite some time. The idea that the function of
artist-intellectuals in a society is to form and to express an intensely insightful understanding of
the character of their age was inherited from Romanticism generally and German Romanticism
specifically. The notion of Zeitgeist as “the collective individuality of a society”' and the view
that high art should aspire to a sense of “fidelity to the spirit of the age”? were central ideologies
that underscored the potency of the movement. Thus Shelley’s famous English-language decree
that artists are “mirrors of the gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon the present”” had its
intellectual roots in the movement’s original, continental branch.

The true stroke of Baudelaire’s genius, however, is found less in his framing of the artist as the
inspired revealer of hidden truths than in his specific understanding of where these truths were
to be found in modernity: in “the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent.”* Thus, if we squint
past the opulent glare of Baudelaire’s romantic hyperbole, we uncover fragments of lucidity that
bear consideration for the present moment as well. If the invention of photography had any more
resounding impact on the development of Modernist painting, on Manet and his followers, it was
this: that faithfully representing these newly uncovered truths was no longer enough. Rather, the
painterly processes that created these representations had to further encapsulate modernity’s
perpetually shifting character. Paintings could no longer merely describe the present; they had to
embody it. This thesis is thoughtfully and passionately argued throughout modernity. In countless
manifestos, criticisms, and paintings, the familiar refrain is this: different forms of experience
necessitate different forms of expression.
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Let us fast forward.

Perhaps the most insightful manifesto for art making in the early twenty-first century is

Nicolas Bourriaud’s Postproduction. In it, Bourriaud states that the most “authentic forms” of
contemporary expression are those which incorporate “inauthentic forms” into their production
strategy, a layer of interference that acts as a mediating filter through which artists perform the
varied enactments of their creative musing. Bourriaud claims that artists today seek

to produce singularity and meaning from the chaotic mass of objects, names and
references that constitute our daily life. Artists today program forms more than they
compose them: rather than transfigure a raw element, they remix available forms and
make use of data.

Let us press pause.

The works of Monica Tap and Michel Daigneault clearly embody the ideals laid out by Baudelaire
and Bourriaud. Although their paintings and production strategies are “formally heterogeneous,”
the artists seek to discern “fragments” of meaning from the bedlam of information that
bombards our contemporary experience. In the remainder of this essay I will seek important
thematic congruencies through which to discuss the nuanced diversity of their painterly
responses. I will argue that their works and “operating systems” offer an insightful glimpse into
the frenzied nature of now.
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WHAT IS THE RESOLUTION OF MY EYES?

Monica Tap’s paintings are based on video clips of the landscape that passes as she travels by train,
bus, or car. Taken with a low-resolution, ten-frames-per-second, five-megabyte, digital still camera,
this footage is uploaded into QuickTime, where still images are sliced from their raw data. Tap’s
paintings are representations of the “physical” landscape revealed at the speed of low-fidelity.
Michel Daigneault’s paintings are representations of the “social-visual” landscape, the complex
web of graphics and images that flood our eyes and memories. His work blends abstract formal
and/or compositional motifs with found, ready-made-template shapes and forms. These paintings
are a veritable limbo of art historical and cultural memory. The work of both artists is vibrant and
colourful, filled to the brim with an array of confident painterly negotiations that give substance to
the ephemerality of the image.

There is a remarkable consistency to Daigneault’s formal and iconographic vocabulary in the
paintings on view, which date from 2002 to 2008. Although new forms gradually creep into his
lexicon, the recurrence of familiar shapes gives his work a sense of constancy without ever feeling
feigned or repetitive. These shapes become specified terms in his idiosyncratic, painterly language.
In Outer Space (2008), Daigneault employs a large semi-centralized motif of multicoloured

RVs that cluster down from the painting’s upper right side. The conglomerated mass of forms
comes perilously close to the painting’s edge without extending beyond its frame. This bulky
pilgrimage is contained within a faded cobalt-blue ground that is interrupted by a chocolate-milk-
coloured, continental-maplike structure that crosses the middle of the painting laterally. A wispy
delineation of maple leaves gives a light but tangible weight to the painting’s bottom edge. It is a
compelling cantation of our national symbol in that Daigneault avoids the more common graphic
simplifications that mark our flag and local hockey jersey. Rather, he presents the familiar foliage
quasi-naturalistically, as a sparse silhouette rendered in soft grays that grounds the whimsical
melody of his sophisticated composition.

From the Train II (2005) is the earliest of Monica Tap’s works presented. The earthy but colourful,
pixel-like patchwork of her painterly mark making is contained within a horizontal blurring that
implies an inherent sense of lateral movement. Unlike the “posthumous blurring”® of Gerhard
Richter, Tap’s blurring is structural; it is built into the painting’s drawn, compositional framework.
In Road to Lily Dale II (2006) this horizontal banding gives way to a Mondrian-like system of pluses
and minuses. There is also a noticeable increase in the overall wattage of her palette’s luminosity.
In Tap’s most recent paintings, however, these earlier structural motifs become more internalized,






