24
PERSONALITY OF TODAY

the Art of Karen Kunc

“For me, the art pieces are the rememberance of an instant of time, a place, circumstances
of creation, of a partial glimpse of the whole picture told in parts, like secing a bird in

Might through dense trees because you happened to look up.”

Caiherine Clader

Born in 1946, Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, U.S.A.
An independent curator and researcher who lives
and works in lowa City, lowa. She is editor of the
Journal of the Mid America Print Council. Clader
received a B.S. in Fine Arts from the University
of Wisconsin-Madison in 1968. She is former
Associate Curator at the Columbus Museum

of Art in Ohio. Her current projects include
preliminary research for a book on American

print artists in the 20th century.

Much has been said and written about the colour reduction woodcut technique used by the artist Karen Kunc. About the uncommon beauty of her

evocative images. About themes of landscape, ecology, and nature. Karen and | have known each other’for over 20 years. We are friends. Indeed, for

me as well, three simple words come to mind in considering her work: woodcut, beauty and Nebraska.

Three keywords each suggesting a cluster of concepts that offer pathways to a fuller understanding of the complex and interrelated issues thal have

informed and shaped Karen Kunc as an artist and as a person.

These three words function for me as touchstones. “Woodcut” signifies process and the relation of working method to contenl. “Beauly” points to

aesthetics and Postmodernist theory. “Nebraska” symbolizes notions of home, place, heritage, isolation, and particularity.

Karen Kune, Hiddie, 1997, woodcut on shaped paper, 406 x 279




Karen Kunc, Dream of an Echo, 1995, woodcut, 737 x 533

Woodcut

Colour reduction woodcut is a complex
printing technique' that involves carving,
inking and printing in successive slages
off a single piece of wood. As the work
evolves, the block is gradually destroyed
and therefore cannot be reprinted. The
resulting images are not preconceived, but
rather take shape in the process of making
them.

Karen Kunc brings to the basic reduc-
tion woodeut method certain technical
innovations and modifications that dra-
malically extend the range of possibilities
for image making, colour orchestration,
and complexity of composition generally
associated with this process. Through her
use of stencils, selective inking, and one or
two additional reduction blocks, Kunc has
tested the parameters and expanded the
potential of this otherwise relatively nar-
row and defined working method.

Kune begins with a simple rough
sketch as a guideline, but otherwise does
not preplan the work. Hers is a free and
open approach, full of possibility, that
allows for and depends upon intuitive re-
sponses, invention, improvisatiomn, and
exploration along the way. Il is a method
in which the element of chance plays
a major role. Fortune, accident, discovery
and surprise go with the territory. It is
also, therefore, risky. Once you have
begun, there is no going back. It requires
conviction, clarity, focus, confidence. Trust
in one’s instincts. Faith in one’s self. In
one’s skill and one’s vision. Kunc thrives
on the energy, the vulnerability, the chal-
lenge and the uncertainty of not knowing
where she is going until she gets there.

Because there is no going back with
colour reduction woodcut, technical and
creative decision making are closely con-

nected. As the image evolves and becomes
more defined, choices grow more limited
and a course of action becomes more
clear. This method can be seen therefore
as a decision making stralegy on Kunc’s
part, a system for reducing options that
facilitates clarity and the development of
an idea. Al the same lime il is a creative
game of chance that keeps Kunc on the
edge and the outcome withheld until the
work is complete.

Karen Kunc is an artist who does her
own printing, an artist who even likes to
print, an artist for whom the press and rol-
ler function as a handful of brushes or as
a chisel and hammer. Print is her primary
medium, an appropriate arena for artistic
engagement in and of itself, rather than
a secondary activity for generating multi-
ple equivalents of images previously real-
ized in another medium. Even the edition-
ing process is not roufine, repetitive or
boring for her, not a postscript but rather
integral to the creating of the work. This
combination of technical skill and creative
vision in a single artist gives Kune, and
others like her, the freedom and luxury to
produce images thal would otherwise be
impossible to contemplate. Knowledge of
technique becomes a source of empower-
ment, fostering independence and self-
sufficiency. Allowing for ways of working,
access to areas of investigation and in-
quiry, entry into territory as an artist not
possible in a collaborative situation where
the technical expertise and artistic vision
reside with separate individuals.

The making of the work is, in itself,
rich with conceptual implications. The
matrix is destroyed; the art remains.
There can be no plan, nor can the block be
reprinted. The artist becomes immersed
in the aclivity of making, the doing. Even
the time it takes Kunc to create a work can
be seen as important and becomes, by im-
plication, part of the piece. Conceptually,
process is content and the making of the
work an idea, an action, a performance, an
event. With an edition of woodcuts as
documentation, evidence, residue.

In the work and working method of
Karen Kunec process and content are inex-
tricably bound. Her images evolve in part
through the process of their making. The
idea develops as the woodcut is made.
Technical exploration and creative invest-
igation go hand in hand. The ability for
Kunc to be in a position as an artist to find
the image in the process of making it is
fundamentally tied to her knowledge of
process, technique and materials. She is
completely at home with her medium,
confident in her skill and therefore free to
explore, to tap her subconscious, to take
chances and push limits, to “up the ante”
for the sake of possibility, which keeps the
work fresh and always changing, vet
unmistakably her own.
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Beauty

Karen Kunc was fortunate enough to have
begun making woodcuts in 1978, thereby
riding the crest of an opportune wave of
renewed critical interest in the medium
that occurred in the United States during
the early 1980s. Such fortuitous liming
allowed her work to be considered in a re-
ceptive and favourably disposed climate,
with significant national and international
attention coming at a critical time in her
early career. In contrast, Kunc has seemed
to go decidedly against the tide this past
decade, in light of the prevailing domin-
ance ol Postmodernist ideas and more
cognitive approaches to art making, by her
tenacious and solitary pursuit of a unique
personal vision manifesting itself in
colourful expressionistic hand-printed
woodcuts of compelling beauty.

Postmodernism has encouraged us lo
question, reconsider, reassess, and revise
our thinking in order to expand our
understanding of whal art making is, has
always been, and can be. We have been
challenged to re-examine our assump-
lions aboul whal was heretofore regarded
as absolute, to rethink concepts like
Beauty, Originality, and Truth. We have
learned to embrace new models and new
media, as cultural diversity and digital
technology have opened our minds to new
realities and new possibilities. There has
been much lively discussion and debate.

Print artists as a group have found
themselves and their media refreshingly
in sync with and even central to Postmod-
ernist enquiry. Notions of original versus
copy, unique versus multiple, ideas about
appropriation and authorship, the import-
ance or non-importance of the artist's
hand and touch, text-driven content, and
referencing culture are all familiar ter-
ritory. Indeed the pressure has been there
for some print artists to find Postmodern
connections in their work, no matter how
far-fetched. While it may appear al first
glance that there are no longer absolutes,
that anything goes, it seems clear that the
search for truth is alive and well. There is
simply a more open, inclusive, expanded
sense of what truth is. A healthy plural-
istic arl making environment now exists
for Print, fostering renewed vitality and
relevance for artists’ work and inviting all
to discover and examine the innate theo-
retical and conceptual underpinnings of
their practice.

Meanwhile, in the midst of high pro-
file shifting paradigms and critical dis-
course, Karen Kunc has quietly and per-
sistently continued to make prints in the
old manner with focus and resolve. While
well aware of contemporary theory and
related issues through her ongoing in-
volvement with the print community at
large and her role a teacher, Kunc has fol-
lowed her own inclinations and basically
a Modernist model. Notions of authorship

and the artist as sole creator, of body
knowledge and becoming one with the
materials, of uniqueness and the auto-
graphic mark, of individuality and per-
sonal expressioﬁ are central to her work-
ing method and key to understanding her

_as an artist.

The art of Karen Kunc speaks with
conviction and eloquence. Over the past
two decades, Kunc has developed an evolv-
ing formal vocabulary of shapes, marks,
patterns and colour combinations. A visual
language, a personal iconography with
which to articulate her vision. The work
has become increasingly complex over
these vears, paralleling her growing com-
mand of the medium, with the images
more expressive and idiosyncratic, and
taking on symbolic and metaphoric over-
tones and implications. Kunc knows what
she is talking about. She draws from a rich
reservoir of sensory and emotional experi-
ence, observation, feeling, aesthetic bias
and preference, memory and personal
history that fuels her imagination and
infuses the work with authority and reson-
ance. This conscious and subconscious
source malterial combines with an astute
aesthetic sensibility, a kind of visual intel-
ligence, an innate sense of design and
composiltion, a natural instinct for orches-
tration, juxtaposition, balance, harmony
and arrangement. The work makes sense.

The art of Karen Kunec operates on
a plane that is essentially non-verbal, both

Karen Kune, Thread, 1997, monaprinl on silk, 381 x 406

for the artist and the viewer. [t is driven by
imagination and guided by an intuitive
knowing, a subjective rather than cognit-
ive understanding of and response to the
world. Its meaning is tied to source in-
formation that is primal and sensory, not
didactic or literal or literary. The mode of
communication is indirect. The work does
not declare or explain. Rather it suggests,
implies, alludes, evokes, and reveals. It
asks us to infer, interpret, intuit, read and
associate. To experience. There is dialogue,
soliloquy, poetry, and song here, but of
a visual kind. We are in the realm of
music, logic, and magic. Of enigma, ambi-
guity and paradox.

Nebraska

Karen Kunc has always felt connected to
the land, the place where she has spent
most of her life, the place where her
ancestors chose to live. She has always
paid attention and been responsive to the
natural world, to her physical surround-
ings. She observes, experiences, assimil-
ates, and stores visual information which
is synthesized and converted through her
creative process into images of a convine-
ing parallel world. A world both familiar
and slrange.

This imagery is often associated with
themes relating to nature like landscape,
natural phenomena and ecology. Indeed
symbolic references to plant forms and
the elements of nature abound. One can




Karen Kune, Prayer Book, 1992, bookwork: gold leal, acrylic, found objects, on cherrywood pages, carved wood covers,

sewn binding, 76 x 76 x 152

Karen Kunc, Mexican Gothic, poem by Vinnie D'Ambrosio, 1993,
bookwork: letterpress & woodcut on paper, accordian folded
102 x 203, unfolded 2032 x 203

“The potential for greater inter-

Jace of traditional printmaking with
contemporary technology has come io

a conceptually and visually rich stage.
Printmalkers continue to be innovators —
tinkerers adapting concepts and skills
Jfram a thousand years of information

revolutions.”

readily identify leaf, grove, limb, trunk,
stream, fall, pool, cloud, bolt and ray.
Metaphoric allusions to life forces, the
power of nature and man’s relation to the
environment speak covertly to more com-
plicated issues. Spirals signal the power in
wind and water, concentric circles imply
the growth rings of a lree or the energy of
the sun, branch forms could be trees or
tributaries. Passages of parallel lines
recall the furrows of a tilled farm field.
More descriptive references to fences and
ladders and bridges suggest efforts to con-
trol. Wooden logs, no longer trees and not
yet lumber, speak of balance and trans-
formation. Clusters and chains imply fun-
damental laws of creation, growth and
change.

The message here is nol so much
about landseape or images of nature as
about basic underlying forces and prin-
ciples that govern the natural world.
About creation, process, metamorphosis
and evolution. About dynamics and dicho-
tomy: power and limitation, energy and
inertia, freedom and restraint, order and
chaos, conflict and resolulion, continuity
and disruption, harmony and discord,
control and suwrrender. About struggle,
tension, chance and synchrony. All con-
cepts that have parallels in artistic enter-
prise, and indeed in our daily and inner
lives. About rhythms and cycles and the
passage of time. About current and source
and confluence.

For Karen Kune, Nebraska is more
than a landscape. It is home. She was born
in Omaha and lived there until 1975, leav-
ing for almost a decade Lo allend graduale
school and later teach in Ohio. Kunc mis-
sed Nebraska, however, and in 1983 re-
turned to accept a teaching position at the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, her alma
mater, where she is now a tenured profes-
sor. Kunc lives in rural Avoca, about equi-
distant from Omaha and Lincoln, with her
husband, glass artist Kenny Walton. The
house and adjacent studio are located in
the middle of farmland. This summer the
surrounding fields are planted with wheat;
some years it is corn. Kunc commutes
through the countryside four days a week
to Lincoln to teach and use a small second
studio, 35 miles one way. Forty-five min-
utes. Exactly. Before the Avoca studio was
built, she made the trip nearly every day.

Though Kune has spent most of her
life based in eastern Nebraska near the
level and fertile farmland of the Missouri
River valley, family driving wips west to
Colorado as a child acquainted her with
the expansive terrain of the state: the broad
vistas and big sky; grasslands, butes,
lakes and the meandering Platte River; the
occasional detail of isolated groupings of
farmstead and trees. She has remarked
somewhat wryly that the repetitive pres-
ence of telephone poles and fences against
the spare Nebraska landscape coniributed
to the early development of her graphic
sensibility.

Wilber, Nebraska is located aboul 40
miles south of Lincoln. It is the site of the
largest Czech settlement in the state,
home of the Czech Museum and the an-
nual Czech Festival, a town of about 1500
people. When Frank Kunc and his family
left the Czech lands to emigrate to Amer-
ida in 1891, they chose Nebraska, coming
directly to Wilber at the urging of a sister
who was already living there and with the
dream of a better life. This dream includ
ed the opportunity to own land both for
them and for their descendants, including
great great granddaughter Karen, a legacy
that is not lost on Kune. She remembers
always having an awareness of and pride
in her heritage, a sense of her connection
to this particular place:
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s Kids my four sisters and I took sing
ing lessons together. One year we learned
some Czech songs from an old book my
grandmother had and we sang in the
Hilber Czech Festival in cute authentic cos-
tumes Grandma and Mom made. We won
first place. We didn’t even know it was
a competition. I think I was ten years old.
In 1996 my sister and I visited Sedlec near
Zebrak, the village where my great grand-
Sfather Joseph Kune had lived and emigrat-
ed from. We had addresses for his father
and mother’s homes in nearby villages and
visited these little towns all within five to
eight miles of each other overlooked by
a hilltop castle which 1we recognized from
Jamily objects my great grandfather had —

an inlaid wooden box with the castle on
it, a painted ashtray. We kept imagining
the family dialogue about the major de-
cision to leave in 1891. And we could still
sing the Czech songs.”

Karen Kunc is the second oldest of six
children, positioned between two logua-
cious and outgoing sisters. She assumed
early on the role of observer. In fact, Kune
has always been a very shy person, a quiet
presence overshadowed even now by her
more assertive siblings in family contexts.
While her father is Czech, her mother is
“all German? This has made for a much
discussed blend in their offspring of
Teutonic traits of organization and discip-
line with the more romantic and “sensit-
ive” Czech nature.

Nebraska is located in the middle of
the United States. Dead centre. Aboul as
far as you can get from both coasts and
acknowledged centres of culture like New
York and Los Angeles. “Nowheresville”
This geographic positioning has been for
Kune an ongoing source of consternation
as well as pride. How to counter her sense
of the prevailing perception that there is
no art being made in the provinces of
Middle America, of Nebraska as a cultural
wasteland where corn grows and catlle
graze but no artist would live? How to
reconcile the need to be based in Neb-
raska - source of continuity and connect-
ion - with an-equal need to be a player?
How to make one’s presence known in the
international arena, while at the same
time maintaining these Nebraska roots?

Karen Kunc has the ambition and
determination to face this challenge head
on. From the beginning of her career, she
has had remarkable clarity of purpose, as
centered and directed a person as 1 have
ever known. She has always actively
sought out opportunity rather than wait-
ing for it to come knocking. She has made
it her business to stay tuned in to the na-
tional and international conversation, and
to be part of it. On the other hand, isola
tion affords its own opportunity. Distance
brings freedom from distraction, allowing
Kune to focus and become immersed in
her Nebraska surroundings, in her work,
and in the routine of her daily life, which

Haren Kunc, Drawing Lesson, 1996, etching and woodcut 559 x 381

appeals to her sense of independence and
self-reliance. Every success fuels Kunc’s
drive to make things work in spite of any
obstacles. All part of the continuing dia
logue between limits and possibility that
seem 10 be a hallmark of her art and life.
Runc travels frequently. This summer
alone she was in California, Vermont and
New York. In recent years there have been
trips to Italy, Canada, Bangladesh, Iceland,
Finland, Japan and the Czech Republic.
These opportunities to know different
natural environments and cultures have
added to Kunc’s growing accumulation of
sensory source information. She has cul-
tivated her longtime interest in folk art,
especially wooden folk art, as well as other
objects and artifacts made of wood. In
addition, extended trips to foreign coun
tries have created the means by which
Kunc can continue to explore the un-
known, to experience the unfamiliar and

unpredictable, thereby providing for dis-
covery and surprise that balance her Neb-
raska experience of intimate and ongoing
knowledge of one particular place.

There is merit in finding meaning in
one’s particularity, the specificity of one’s
background, roots, daily life, routine, per-
sonality and character. Karen Kunc is
a master. A master of technique. A master
of formal orchestration. She is also a for-
midable artist. What distinguishes her art
from mere virtmosity and decoration is the
particularity by which it is informed. The
quirks of Kunc’s personality, the details of
her personal history, the peculiarity of her
situation. What makes her tick, what
drives her forward, what matters to her in
life, what she does every day. Her complex
ity and her duality and her essence. It is
this that gives the art of Karen Kunc ils
power and its edge.




