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foreword
Gallatin River Gallery is pleased to debut Catherine Courtenaye’s Avian Witness 
series, the artist’s third solo exhibition with the gallery. Building on her preceding 
bodies of work, the paintings display an evolution of style and content. 
Courtenaye’s new series represents a notable contribution to abstract painting 
with ecological undercurrents.

Julie Gustafson, Gallatin River Gallery
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“The calmness, the solitude of horizons lures me 
towards them, through them, and on to others.  

They layer the memory like strata.”

“The peregrine sees and remembers patterns we do not 
know exist: the neat squares of orchard and woodland, 

the endlessly varying quadrilateral shapes of fields. 
He finds his way across the land by a succession  

of remembered symmetries.”

—J. A. Baker, The Peregrine

Edgeland of the Sora Rail  2020, oil on panel, 30 x 30 inches



Articulation of Geese  2019, oil on canvas, 60 x 60 inches

THE SKY WAS CRYSTALLINE BLUE, the 
air brittle with cold but hushed by new snow. I 
waxed my skis and took a few strides into the deep 
white. Looking down, I noticed tiny footprints, 
meandering, crossing and recrossing. And then, with 
increasing space, they found direction, a straight 
line dotted toward infinity . . . and ended in a finite, 
crimson blot. On either side, a perfect imprint of 
feathers traced the edge of outspread wings. 

Catherine Courtenaye’s inky marks rest as lightly 
on the surface of a painting as the brush of feathers 
on snow. Calligraphic birds skim across layers of 
ciphers and fissures, over loose grids of intersecting 
lines. Brightly colored underpaintings drip into the 
tinted white surface. Fore and background flutter 
and reverse. Now the cracks appear as chasms, 
suggesting layers of time. The picture plane is 
emphatically flat, despite depth in the strata and 
shifting illusions of perspective. 

Courtenaye thinks of these paintings as aerial 
landscapes, fully aware that any nod to landscape 
painting today is complicated by the fraught 
relationship between natural and human habitat. 

TOPOGRAPHIES OF FLIGHT

In her recent work, elements of nature and 
culture intersect without melding. The smooth, 
not-quite-white surface, like bright, cloudy skies 
or sun-bleached wood, is broken by a loose grid of 
demarcations. These “shards” reveal underpaintings 
of vivid color, curves, edges, symbols—and text. 
She points out that many of our letterforms have 
their origin in natural patterns and animal forms. 
For her, written language can connect nature and 
culture. The human urge to communicate through 
the written word, maps, and diagrams of movement 
is glimpsed through slivers in the otherwise all-over 
surfaces of her paintings. 

Fluid traceries of birds flit across each painting, 
interacting with and yet maintaining separation 
from deeper layers. Birds—ancient symbols of 
nature, freedom, fertility, and flight—are abstracted 
into loose ink lines on the surface. Linear forms 
without volume, they resemble flourishes of 
penmanship from the Age of Exploration, with 
curlicues and bony spikes for wings.

The paintings’ surfaces break into vertical and 
horizontal openings, rhythmic and insistent, fading 

SUSAN FLOYD BARNETT



detail, Articulation of Geese

In Articulation of Geese, the partial form of a 
bird repeats diagonally, the head and leading wing 
entering from the top left, a trailing foot and 
looping edges suggesting an identical second bird 
exiting bottom right. A sense of motion, feathers, 
and flight is hastened by diagonals and frustrated 
by perpendicular lines. A pinnate fan of wing, 
jointed with crossings, mirrors the intersections of 
the underlying grid. The birds seem to float across 
the architecture of the underpainting, drifting over 
and through a maze of passages.

Transcription features a brighter palette and 
with open bands of color. Red, yellow, and blue 
bleed into neutral grays and washes of blended 
tints. Bits of cursive and hints of feather and beak 
peep through the broken, milky surface. Slivers 
of color ooze up from the depths, drip, narrow, 
and swell. A bold gesture, resembling a bird in 
flight, is inked across the surface of the three 
joined panels, and meanders downward, looping, 
swirling, connecting with the rhythmic, glowing 
verticals. The implied movement is forward as  
if we, the viewers, could fly, gazing through 
beating wings.

Similar in composition, Skylander sprawls across 
multiple panels, its horizon a broad expanse. The 
colors recall the golds and blue grays of autumn; 
geometric fields and farms marking arbitrary 

boundaries under infinite skies. Beak to beak, 
we confront a curling representation of an avian 
hunter with outspread wings. A second flurry of 
wings to the side: companion, reflection, friend or 
foe? We gaze over the land, gliding on updrafts 
across inconsequential borders.

Verge and Overland are kindred in size and a 
shared feeling of entrapment. The dark, rigid, 
underpainting seems to ensnare the playful swirls 
skittering on the surface. In Verge, the swan-like 
ancestors of the curvilinear overpainting can 
barely be deciphered. The marks are disembodied, 
fractured, and frozen like the image of an 
explosion. Small drops splatter across the surface. 
In Overland, the implied left-to-right motion 
of an owlish form meets a barrier and its wing 
rush to halt forward momentum. The loose 
calligraphy is almost completely constrained by 
the hard lines and sharp points of a claustrophobic  
grid, communicating a sense of conflict, struggle,  
and defeat. 

In Peregrine over Manhattan, nature and culture 
find a more positive, but still precarious balance. 
The warm reds, yellows, and red violets of neon 
sunrise verge into black, softened with thin washes 
of white. The eye settles into the deep color, only to 
be distracted by the ink drawing of a raptor on the 
surface. Although stylized, the bird is recognizable 

back and pushing forward. Loose, drippy, and 
approximate, they evoke human interaction with 
the landscape: telephone poles, electrical grids, 
fences, roads, furrowed fields, schematic drawings, 
and architectural forms. 

The artist feels the pain of separation, but still 
dreams of a world where human development and 

primeval forces can coexist. She expresses “a need 
to incorporate natural rhythms, as well as cultural 
vestiges, into my studio work.” She thinks about 
the velocity of lines, and about landscapes as fields 
of motion, migration, and seasonal change. These 
paintings are hard-won, searching for an uneasy 
balance between man-made and natural ecosystems. 



Transcription  2018, oil on three panels, 24 x 72 inches

“Walking in the Big Belt Mountains, I stare down, so as not to trip, at the 
Pollock-like forest floor texture thick with kinnikinnick berries, moss,  

leaves and branches, with just a skiff of snow. I’m constantly on alert for the 
unmistakable, out-of-nowhere wingbeat of grouse.”

Catherine Courtenaye



as a peregrine falcon, its feathered wings hunched 
in anticipation of fl ight. I am reminded of raptors 
nesting across from Central Park, adapting to the 
cliff s and crags of the urban environment. 

Imprint is rosier and not as abstract as most of 
Courtenaye’s paintings, depicting a world more 
or less in synch. Th e inked overpainting outlines 
fi ve mallards fl ying from right to left, their 
overlapping forms and relative sizes creating the 
illusion of rhythm and spatial depth. Directional 
lines in the underlying grid support the implied 
motion and subtly suggest the V formations of 
migratory fl ight. In science, “imprinting” refers 
to a chick’s fi rst attachment, usually to its mother. 
Th is early experience establishes its identity as a 
bird and a future fl ock member. Can the patterns 
of migrations and seasonal cycles of fl ight also 
imprint on the land over time? 

Unable to take in these works at a glance, the 
mind zooms like a camera lens, focusing between 
surface and depth. Th e paintings off er clues 
and concealments that allude to the limits of 
perception. What sliver of reality do we absorb 
through sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste? 

Albert Einstein said, “It is entirely possible that 
behind the perception of our senses, worlds are 
hidden of which we are unaware.” Evolutionary 
science suggests that we perceive only what we 
need to survive and reproduce. Sight allows us 
to recognize food and foe, with diff erent lenses 
depending on our roles as predators and prey; 
taste diff erentiates between sugar and strychnine; 
stereo hearing pinpoints the snake. Th e surfaces 
of these paintings reveal and conceal, their 
fractures suggesting land forms, boundaries, and 
uncharted territories and off ering glimpses into 
the unknown. 

Like seventeenth-century wunderkammer, this 
work bridges logic and wonder, rational order 
and divine mystery. Inspired by the mapping 
of movement, natural and cultural history, and 
the romantic beauty of fl ight, Courtenaye’s 
images chart the intersection of nature and 
culture, knowing and the unknown. Absorbing 
her cryptic images in stillness, over time, we are 
rewarded with stories as subtle and fl eeting as the 
imprints of seeds, footprints, and feathers in new 
fallen snow.

Susan Floyd Barnett
April 2020

Peregrine over Manhattan 2019, oil on canvas, 20 x 18 inches
Susan Floyd Barnett is Curator of the Yellowstone Art 
Museum, Billings, Montana.



Visitation  2019, oil on canvas, 44 x 36 inchesVerge  2020, oil on panel, 30 x 30 inches
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Imprint  2019, oil on canvas, 60 x 60 inches
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