
As the world around him polarizes, Portland 
artist Isaac Layman shifts his gaze internally 

 

"Red Devil," 2018, by Isaac Layman, photographic construction, 71 x 59 inches.  
Courtesy of Elizabeth Leach Gallery 

By Jeffrey Gillespie, Dec 15, 2018 

“Everything seems to be arguing right now,” says Isaac Layman as he sits in the large central exhibition 
space at Elizabeth Leach Gallery, in conversation with an audience of collectors and fans. “Even being a 
41-year-old white male seems argumentative.” 

As such, instead of going into the territory of other people's lives, Layman – after a recent trip to 
Botswana that gave him time for introspection – returned to the Northwest to assemble a body of work 
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that operates in the realm of his own psychological processes, as opposed to using images of "other 
people" as a mechanism for negotiating his anima. 

In an era now considered by many to be one of extraordinary divisiveness in the American cultural 
identity, Layman’s instinct has been to approach his practice from within: both on a personal level and in 
terms of where his pristine and highly original work originates. As such, his current show, “Never Was a 
Thing” at Elizabeth Leach Gallery, is filled with images of everyday items from his home, which at first 
glance seems mundane. 

Upon further inspection, however, it is clear that each photographic image is a painstakingly rendered, 
bona fide masterwork of photo collage, wherein Layman – an accomplished young artist who at 41 has 
already made his solo debut at Seattle's Frye Museum and is well represented in other important 
institutional collections – works meticulously through digital channels to layer and integrate multiple 
sections into images of ordinary household items that are crisply rendered and startlingly intimate. 

"Untitled" (2018), a photo construction of an open cardboard box viewed from above, invites onlookers 
into a manila-tinted bunker of piercing perfection. "Mother 1977" (2018), showcases a simple wooden 
chest of drawers that belongs to Layman's wife, but the sensitivity and intelligence with which the artist 
positions and executes the image will be immediately apparent to the trained eye. It's hard to tear yourself 
away once you start to examine the piece more closely, because there were no shortcuts in its execution. 
"Mother 1977" was made by utilizing more than two thousand photos, all shot with a straight 35mm 
camera, to create a stellar and striking work – a work described somewhat diffidently by Layman as 
"generous but limited." Layman revels in seeking out what he calls "jewels" in places where others might 
see only abandoned space. An empty CD case, a piece of trash or a discarded crayon may become the 
cynosure of an important gallery show should Layman elect to pluck some lucky object out of obscurity 
through his camera lens. At one point in recent months, Layman elected to incarcerate himself in his 
bathroom for 24 hours with only a camera and a radio for sustenance. 

The result, fueled by a National Public Radio soundtrack of the Senate Judiciary Committee hearings for 
then-Supreme Court nominee Brett Kavanaugh, is a compelling and peculiar photographic installation 
entitled "Silent Retreat, 24 hours, No. 1" (2018). It’s made up entirely of images from inside Layman's 
bathroom, with the artist himself in situ, shot in shirtless self-portraits from various angles in a harrowing 
series of pictures that create a strong impression of isolation and despair. Layman says that at this point in 
the formation of the work, he felt as though he was physically occupying an area similar to a no-man’s-
land between borders – a sort of DMZ for the emotionally agitated. Layman cites the female members of 
his family as a significant influence. The show is a nod to what he calls "foundational feminine support" 
in his life. "Red Devil" (2018) is an image of a dilapidated putty scraper that the artist says was influenced 
by his wife's dresses. It was a conscious decision for Layman to eliminate any phallocentric imagery from 
the program. He has almost succeeded, barring one small image of a lackluster light bulb hanging 
forlornly from a ceiling, the molding in which it is housed pulling away from its underpinnings. Surely 
not by accident, this work, "Still Life" (2018), is the most impotent image of those assembled. "I would 
like to first have my work be inclusive, then either curious or problematic," says Layman. Despite a 
technical process that might be daunting to the casual viewer, the images are ultimately sublime and 
accessible – a fitting offering from a prodigious young talent who will continue to make waves in the art 
world. 

“Isaac Layman: Never Was a Thing – Photographic Constructions” 
When: 10:30 a.m.-5:30 p.m. Tuesday-Saturday, through Dec. 29 
Where: Elizabeth Leach Gallery, 417 N.W. Ninth Ave. 
Admission: Free, elizabethleach.com or 503-224-0521 





Isaac Layman
ELIZABETH LEACH GALLERY
417 N.W. 9th Avenue
August 1–September 21
Seattle-based artist Isaac Layman titled his exhibition of recent
photographs “Funeral,” suggesting that the quiescent images of
objects and spaces in his home are concerned with loss and
absence. Funerals honor departure through rituals of
remembrance; Layman’s works contemplate the sites and remains
of daily life’s most ritualized activities, such as cooking and
grooming. In one work, Untitled, 2013, Layman fills our field of
vision with an oily piece of aluminum foil bearing traces—shards of
pink flesh and diamonds of skin—of the salmon that it had just
sheltered in the oven. Like a seventeenth-century vanitas painting,
Layman’s still life, in the words of art historian Norman Bryson,
“assaults the value, centrality, and prestige of the human subject”
by displaying the debased remains of its sustenance.

Layman refers to his works as “photographic constructions” because each startlingly detailed image is composed of
hundreds of pieces—slivers and varying angles painstakingly layered into one seamless vision through digital
means. In the past, Layman has employed this technique to intensify images to supernatural proportions. In 6
Glasses, 2010, for instance, a tub of shattered drinking glasses is transformed into a conglomerated crystalline
mass. Throughout “Funeral,” however, Layman uses his compositing method to depict the gently graduated voids
and enclosures of an empty medicine cabinet, a household sink, the interior of an empty packing box, and the
surface of a cutting board crisscrossed with calligraphic stains. The works’ conceptual logic is deconstructive, but
unlike an analog collage Layman’s digital mediations touch upon the subrepresentational—the “white noise” of
being as articulated by philosopher Gilles Deleuze. The most elegiac of these in the exhibition is Sink, 2013. Here, a
white porcelain sink—pristinely scrubbed—fills the frame head-on, its brass drain glowing like a setting sun.

— Stephanie Snyder

Isaac Layman, Sink, 2013, ink-jet print, 58 x 82”.
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Galleries unveil new exhibits for August
John Motley

One of the most revered African American artists of the 20th century, Jacob Lawrence famously
translated the urban black experience of the 1930s into stylistically daring and emotionally
harrowing vignettes in his "Migration Series," which he created while still in his 20s. In August,
the Hallie Ford Museum of Art at Willamette University in Salem offers another, lesser-known
side of the artist's work in "Aesop's Fables," a group of 23 drawings commissioned for the 1970
Simon & Schuster edition of the tales by the Greek fabulist. Here, Lawrence uses his acumen for
visual storytelling to bring animals, insects and birds to life. And if you need a refresher on these
ancient stories, each of Lawrence's illustrations is accompanied by the original fable and the
moral lesson it was meant to impart.
700 State St., Salem, 503-370-6855, willamette.edu/arts/hfma, Aug. 3 through Oct. 27 .
Read on for other notable exhibitions coming to local galleries in August.

Adams and Ollman: The gallery continues to roll out its excellent inaugural programming season
with a two-person show that pairs Jennifer Levonian and Pearl Blauvelt. Levonian, who lives and
works in Philadelphia, creates stop-motion animations from hundreds of watercolor stills, while
Blauvelt, who worked in obscurity in northern Pennsylvania, is represented by drawings she
made from the 1930s through the 1950s on envelopes, notebook paper and paper bags.
811 E. Burnside, #213, Friday through Aug. 30

Sovereign Fine Art: Part of the influential generation of local artists that included Mel Katz,
Michele Russo, Jay Backstrand and others who showed at Arlene Schnitzer's Fountain Gallery
in the 1960s and 1970s, Harry Widman was revered as a bold and imaginative painter, inspired
by the New York School of Modernism. In recent years, his battle with Alzheimer's has slowed
his output, but this exhibition revisits a body of sculptural work Widman created in the 1970s
while an instructor at the Museum Art School. Paired with a sampling of his paintings from the
last 50 years, these sculptures provide an occasion to celebrate his contribution to the city's arts
community.
716 S.W. Madison St., 503-206-8601, Saturday through Aug. 31



Elizabeth Leach Gallery: Like an aerial cartographer, Seattle photographer Isaac Layman shoots
his subjects in discreet, detailed sections and then digitally combines them into a single,
realer-than-real image. But Layman, who debuts new work in "Funeral" at Elizabeth Leach this
month, isn't using his camera to wrangle outsized landscapes or explore uncharted terrain.
Instead, he applies this technique to familiar objects within his home, creating enormous,
hyper-detailed images of a bathroom sink, a radiator grill or the interior of an oven.
417 N.W. Ninth Ave., 503-224-0521, Thursday through Sept. 21

Pacific Northwest College of Art: In the past few years, Portlander Hayley Barker has emerged
as an important painter of the Northwest, capturing its natural beauty in wildly stippled abstract
works and more earthbound studies of trees, lakes and sky. "My Dark House Is Full of Comets,"
a body of new drawings and paintings at PNCA's Gallery 214, was actually made in the great
outdoors; Barker created these works at dawn and dusk during an artist residency at Caldera in
central Oregon.
1241 N.W. Johnson St., 503-226-4391, Thursday through Aug. 30

Laura Russo Gallery: At Laura Russo in August, local mainstay Michael Brophy exhibits a new
body of work in gouache, which, like the rest of his oeuvre, captures the dramatic vistas of the
Pacific Northwest. Portland stoneware sculptor J.D. Perkin also presents "The World's a Stage,"
a new collection of his hybridized human and animal figures.
805 N.W. 21st Ave., 503-226-2754, Thursday through Aug. 31

Rocksbox Contemporary Fine Art: Following its 2011 show at Rocksbox, "Sensitivity Training,"
the artist collective Paintallica, led by Portland painter Dan Attoe, returns with "Smell the Bar Oil,"
another edition of its hyper-masculine and beer-soaked installations. Among the mayhem,
expect chainsaw-carved sculpture, blue-collar imagery and more than a little spite for the
established art world, all whipped up over a few days of exhaustive collaboration.
6540 N. Interstate Ave., 503-516-4777, Aug. 10 through Sept. 15

The Cooley Gallery at Reed College: Opening Aug. 27, "Will Return" marks the first retrospective
of work by New York artist and Reed alumna Jamie Isenstein, while kicking off this year's
Time-Based Arts Festival two weeks before its official opening night on Sept. 12. 3203 S.E.
Woodstock Blvd., through Oct. 17

-- John Motley
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