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Installation shot of the exhibition under review: Nathlie Provosty (the third ear) at Nathalie Karg Gallery, New York, 2016

In an early episode in Balzac’s The Unknown Masterpiece, the novella’s quixotic antihero, Frenhofer, is adding
masterful corrective touches to a painting by Porbus for the benefit of the narrator, the young Poussin. “Look my
boy, it is only the last stroke of the brush that counts; no one will thank us for what is underneath.” The history of
modern art, it could be argued, is a riposte to such certitude. Abstraction, while often making the contradictory
assertion that what you see is what you get - that the surface, in Oscar Wilde’s phrase, is to be penetrated at peril -
actually trades quite aggressively in the values that have been circumscribed. Heroics of elimination and purification
might be intimated physically in the form of pentimenti; or else, in works that achieve non plus ultra reductivism,

they are conceptually implicit.

Beguiling, enticing even, as the paintings of Nathlie Provosty are, it took this viewer three visits to be convinced by
the totality of the artist’s vision. On the first visit, a troika of large, dark canvases, each seven feet high, dominated
this sumptuously austere gallery space: West, Gilles and Twice Six (all works cited, 2016). Their declarative restraint
established pictorial subtleties with such calm authority that the scattered smaller canvases seemed like intrusive
souvenirs or afterthoughts. On a second visit, however, taking on trust the monumental severity of the big three, the
eye could adjust to the busier, tightly knotted smaller compositions. These seemed to apply the lessons of their
larger counterparts—or, one could equally say, anticipated the breakthroughs, for why assume that less always
follows more? Inevitably, the fuller lexicon of colors and textures in the smaller works eclipsed what might seem like
neat contained solutions in the bigger ones. But the experience of both visits yielded such satisfactions as to
demand a third, which in turn rewarded this devotee with a sense of synthesis. Degrees of reduction or addition
seemed determined in each canvas by particularities of emotional ambition rather than mere strategies dictated by

size.
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