
It is the function of the philosopher, the care and passion of the philosopher to protect to the utmost the possible…. 

The multiplicity of the possible is here, it is now. It is intermediary between the phenomena; it rustles in the midst of 

the forms that emerge from it.

—Michel Serres, Genesis

EVERY ARTIST IS A PHILOSOPHER OF SOME SORT,
and Postmodernism in particular has partly been driven 

by the semantics of Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, and 

Jacques Lacan, to name a few, and they helped to rotate our 

relationship to images. Some of the influence from these 

semantic renegades comes from their ability to unhitch 

our wagon from the rational order of Cartesian thinking 

and lead us by the nose into their often convoluted, yet 

oddly lyrical meditations on the twentieth century’s 

preoccupation with chaos, violence, and 

all aspects of the perverse. Michel Serres, 

perhaps not as well known as some of the 

other Postmodern thinkers, is becoming 

increasingly influential for his dazzling 

verbal intersections between nature and 

ecology, technology and culture, science 

and myth—all of which speak to his 

aesthetics of multiplicity.

Perhaps Mary Tsiongas’ household 

deity is the Greek god Proteus, god of 

the sea, but also the restless spirit at the 

root of hypothetical choices. “He’s the 

possible, he’s chaos, he’s cloud, he’s 

background noise. He hides his answers 

under the endlessness of information,” 

wrote Serres. As simple as Tsiongas’ digital 

transformations seem in this new body of 

work—five videos based on still images 

that weren’t hers to begin with—their very 

genesis is clouded in mystery. Borrowing 

historical artworks from the collection of 

the University of New Mexico (where the 

artist is an Associate Professor of Electronic 

Media), Tsiongas has taken an image of, for 

example, a botanical illustration of flowers, 

digitized it and brought it into an editing 

program, and then subtly added layers 

of non-related imagery that transformed 

the initial picture. In the work The Ladies 

and Four O’Clock, a woman with a ladder, 

bucket, and sponge seems to walk up to 

the illustration as if it’s billboard size and begins to wash 

away the flower in the upper right corner. Subsequently, 

the woman is beset by a group of butterflies—each one 

bigger than her head—that appear to search for the 

vanished flower, and they drive the woman away. 

The Ladies and Four O’Clock is emblematic of the 

sleights of hand Tsiongas traffics in with these curious 

pieces. Yet, as her looped videos are of such short duration, 

they’re over just when we start to think there is a simple 

rationale for their causes and effects. In the end, though, 

we’re left in a philosophical limbo as we ponder each 

seamless intervention that the artist has wrought. The why 

of Tsiongas’ manipulations is anything but clear.

Three of the original pieces that the artist animated 

are hand-colored botanical drawings and two are black-

and-white etchings of landscape views—all of them 

contextualized in aspects of the natural world. And with 

the exception of Tea for the Impossible Path, there is an 

individual who enters into the space of the image and 

causes things to either appear or disappear: a donkey, 

a deer, a cactus flower, a worrisome dog. While there 

is a distinct level of humor in these short vignettes, 

the question of what they mean is like the fourth wall 

in theater that the creator doesn’t break in order to 

help us out of our existential dilemma. Is what we see 

only what we get—a series of very clever pastiches, 

technologically based, and ultimately bound to the cut-

and-dried process of video editing?

The one video without a human agent in its 

animated scene is Tea for the Impossible Path. The original 

work is a watercolor of Ephedra nevadensis, a species 

related to, but not as potent as, the Ephedra plant 

known for its stimulant properties. Ephedra nevadensis, 

besides being a forage plant for desert ruminants, was 

used as a medicinal tea, first by the indigenous people 

in the Southwest, and then by Anglo settlers. Layered 

against the original illustration Tsiongas 

introduced two things: a solitary bee 

that slowly traverses, from left to right, 

a rudimentary ground line, casting its 

shadow on the space of the botanical 

drawing as it moves; the second element 

is a luminous, moon-like sphere that 

also passes across the image, as if in a 

distant sky, but rapidly, far outpacing 

the laborious trek of the bee. What is 

the “path of the impossible” alluded to 

in the title of this piece? Is it the path 

of the impossibility of a healthy future 

for bee populations, now in the throes 

of a drastic decline? This work gives us 

a view of the natural cycling of some 

heavenly body rising above the dire 

conditions on Earth, but gives no hint of 

a possible solution to the predicament of 

the bee. 

Perhaps the protean imagination 

of Tsiongas had altogether different 

philosophical issues in mind as she 

appropriated works from a different 

era and gave to each a unique animating 

presence. The artist has clearly 

mastered particular techniques for 

digital manipulation and, as fascinating as 

these pieces are as visual phenomena, I 

trust that Tsiongas’ playing in the fields 

of the digitally possible has some new 

mythic twist as part of her intention, 

some new slivers of narrative that act as a lighthouse 

signaling to us on the wine-dark sea.
—Diane Armitage

Mary Tsiongas, Tea for the Impossible Path, HD video, media player, 
monitor, wooden frame, 33” x 24” x 4”, 2013. Courtesy of the University 
of New Mexico Art Museum.

CRITICAL REFLECTION

D E C E M B E R / J A N U A R Y  2013/14 THE magazine | 51

The Likenesses of Light: Mary Tsiongas
Richard Levy Gallery

214 Central Avenue SW, Albuquerque



















SANTA FE NEW MEXICAN Pasatiempo 

 
Tsiongas  “Calliope’s Rings 2013 
Niche market: "Alcove 12.9" closes out a year of mini museum shows 
Michael Abatemarco | Posted: Friday, March 8, 2013 5:03 am 
 
After a yearlong series of alcove shows in the first-floor galleries of the New Mexico Museum of Art, the 
experiment in quick changeovers —  with each exhibit running just five weeks — comes to an end with 
the ninth installation. The shows were numbered sequentially beginning with Alcove 12.1, which opened 
in March 2012 and featured work by five contemporary artists. Five has been the magic number for all 
subsequent shows, including Alcove 12.9 which opened earlier this month. The number of artists matches 
the number of available alcoves, which are essentially large niches. Each artist is given his or her own 
alcove to exhibit a selection of work. Alcove 12.9 includes art by Joanne Lefrak, Jeff Deemie, Mary 
Tsiongas, James Marshall, and Teri Greeves. Like the previous shows, it features an eclectic mix of 
mediums and themes. 
Tsiongas uses new media to explore the relationships of people to the natural world. Her work in Alcove 
12.9 includes lithographs, photographic prints, and two videos. “I did a project a few years ago with the 
Tamarind Institute,” Tsiongas told Pasatiempo. “The series is called No Time for Trees. It was inspired by 
my work with tree rings and dendrochronology.” In the lithographs, which hang together as a diptych, 
Tsiongas includes the silhouettes of several figures — a child on a swing, birds, soldiers, and others — 
over the image of concentric tree rings. “I often come to the information I find in a poetic way. When I 
was doing research about time and tree rings, I was finding out that they record certain information, but 
we all live with trees in our backyard and trees all around us. What about the human moments that are lost 
and not really recorded? The thought, initially, was interspersing these moments that the tree may have 
witnessed and not recorded. The images seemed to tell a story that was pretty open-ended, perhaps a life 
lived in the past.” 
One of the two videos, Calliope’s Rings, was compiled from moments in the life of Tsiongas’ daughter 
(whose middle name is Calliope). The video presents only incomplete views of these moments, arranged, 
as with the tree rings, in concentric circles. Each ring is a separate component of video. “You don’t really 
see the full picture,” Tsiongas said. “Video as a medium changes form all the time and also deteriorates, 
and so we lose information. Unless you’ve transferred them to a more stable medium, they kind of fall 
apart. The piece is also about the medium I’ve worked with for over 20 years and how it’s changed over 
time and how it’s always a struggle to keep it archivally intact. So the work is also referencing the 
ephemeral quality  of video.” Her other video work in the show is Vanish III, which depicts  the small 
human figure embedded in Thomas Cole’s 1835 painting A Tornado in the Wilderness. Except for the 
figure moving within it, the landscape is still. Tsiongas includes a wooden frame to heighten the effect of 
looking at a painting. 
Deemie’s photographs document the impact of the oil industry on  the culture and environment in West 
Texas and New Mexico. Oil  pumps mar the terrain at a highway rest stop; pipelines snake through sand 
dunes and scrub like an invasive species. In Deemie’s photographs, evidence of the deleterious effects of 
industry is  everywhere in what would otherwise be a series of starkly beautiful landscapes. 
Native artist Greeves includes a series of beaded silk portraits that merge Kiowa tradition with 
contemporary concerns. The figure in Greeves’ War Mother dons a battle dress unique to the Kiowa, but 



her lance is “decorated with the colors of Iraq war service,” she says in a statement. A diptych called 
Sunboy’s Women fits together to form the complete image of a large hand. Within the outline of the hand 
are two figures: one is Sunboy’s mother, killed by his father, the sun, who abandoned Sunboy as a child. 
The other figure is Spider Woman, who became Sunboy’s grandmother. Sunboy’s Women references a 
reality of many contemporary families, in which children grow up fatherless or motherless and are often 
cared for by their grandparents. Another textile work,  She Loved Her People, is inspired by a story told to 
Greeves by her mother about a young Cheyenne woman who fought at Little Bighorn after surviving 
atrocities committed by Custer and his soldiers. The textile depicts the young woman with sword in hand. 
All the faces in Greeves’ works in the show are featureless, under scoring the pieces’ nonspecificity, 
conflating historical events and mythic narratives with the present. 
Marshall’s ceramic sculptures are bold monolithic pieces, minimalist in their inception and given a 
slightly textured glazed surface. The glaze drips and runs over each sculpture, not messily but uniformly. 
Small ocular holes and slits in the pieces lend them an almost anthropomorphic quality. Each sculpture 
commands the space around it, and though they stand less than  3 feet in height, they seem larger. 
The work of Lefrak is based on a maritime ghost story about the 18th-century pirate Blackbeard (Edward 
Teach), who allegedly abandoned one of his many wives in the Isles of Shoals off the coast of Maine and 
New Hampshire. Lefrak works with light and shadow. She etches imagery onto Plexiglas, which is 
mounted an inch or so from the surface of the wall. Shadows created by light passing through the 
Plexiglas add definition and detail to the etched imagery, making it pop. Lefrak has three pieces in the 
exhibit. The largest, He Will Come Again, depicting a small ghostly figure  on the coastline, is 8 feet long. 
“It’s the largest Plexiglas piece that I’ve shown in New Mexico,” Lefrak said. “There’s something 
visceral about  the experience of the shadow, but then to make it a larger scale really places you in the 
environment. I wanted to make it really feel like the viewer is in the landscape.” 
The story goes that Blackbeard left that wife with the intention of returning.  “It ends up being a tragic 
story because he dies off the coast of the Carolinas after that,” Lefrak said. “The ghost story is that if you 
walk along the shoreline, you can hear someone saying, ‘He will come back’ or ‘He’ll come again’ — 
 that sort of thing. People have said they can see the figure of a woman on the shoreline, waiting. My 
challenge, rather than to depict the residue of something tragic, was to depict hope or longing.” Lefrak 
includes an audio component recorded on location in the shoals. “There are multiple tracks that have been 
put together to compose a piece. The layers are the foghorn, bell buoys, seagulls, and the sound of the 
ocean. There’s even a little bit of the ghost in there.” 
Lefrak began visiting the shoals as part of an educational program during grade school. “It’s part of my 
own childhood memories. I think fictional stories, or mythological stories, can inform our human 
experience of a place as much as the actual things that happened there. With this piece, in a way, I had to 
be more inventive. I wasn’t just copying a landscape; I was creating something more interpretive than 
that.”   ◀ 
  
details 
▼  Alcove 12.9 
▼  Through April 7 
▼  New Mexico Museum of Art, 107 W. Palace Ave., 476-5072 
▼  By museum admission 
▼  Free gallery talk with the artists 5:30 p.m. March 22	
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