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Threshold Spaces
Rethinking the Figure During 

Quarantine
By Debra Herrick

Zoe Walsh, Prism and Lens, 2019.  
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H ow we view art  depends 

on the exper iences we 

br ing to i t .  In the months lead-

ing up to Covid-19’s insert ion 

into every aspect of  the Cal-

i fornia quot id ian,  Santa Bar-

bara Ci ty Col lege’s Atkinson 

Gal lery held an ambit ious 

two-part  exhibi t ion featur ing 

eleven Southern Cal i fornia 

art ists working in f igurat ive 

representat ion.  Much of  Elev-

en Figures in Two Parts  was 

an explorat ion of  f igurat ive, 

psychological  and social  con-

structs of  the human form; 

however,  by opening night of 

the second part ,  our col lec-

t ive v iew of  the human body 

had already begun to shi f t .       

A stunning example is Mario 

Ayala’s Mending Acquain-

tances  which depicts a crash-

test  dummy covered in warn-

ing symbols of  an infect ious 

disease. At the February 

opening, the 2019 piece was 

a c lear presage to Covid-19. 

Months pr ior,  the chain l ink 

fence referencing detent ion 

centers—or months later, 

the “Black face” mask ques-

t ioning the basis of  racial 

tensions—might have struck 

v iewers f i rst .  However,  on 

that night,  there was no more 

sal ient  news than the growing 

confusion around Covid-19.   

Perhaps even more prescient 

is the way Ayala’s infected 

body is depicted taking off 

i ts  mask. In the weeks that 

fo l lowed, Covid-19’s steal th 

incubat ion per iod prompted 

many to begin to adopt a s imi-

lar  mode of  th inking: everyone 

you meet or touch might be 

a contagion under the mask 

of  heal th.  In art ,  the human 

f igure can act  as a “carr ier” 

of  certain values and codes; 

dur ing quarant ine,  bodies are 

carr iers of  d isease and poten-

t ia l  b io logical  hazards.  

In their  2019 paint ings,  Prism 

and Lens  and The Per ipher ies 

of  Love ,  Zoe Walsh recodes 

the proto-male body in archi-

Manjari Sharma, Untitled, from the series Surface Tension, 2019.
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Brian Calvin, Little Longneck, 2017/18.  
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Above: Mario Ayala, Mending Acquaintances, 2019. 
Below: Karon Davis, God Bless Preston, detail, 2018. 

val  ‘80s gay pornography, cre-

at ing a space for t rans subjec-

t iv i ty and cast ing f igures and 

sets as threshold spaces. 

In an interview with Cultured 

magazine last  summer,  Walsh 

descr ibed this subject iv i ty as 

“watching from a distance, 

imagining something that is not 

actual ly there.”  Walsh touches 

on the Zei tgeist  of  pandem-

ic l i fe—the threshold exper i -

ence—a blurred space, where 

di fferent real i t ies are juxta-

posed and what is or is not “ac-

tual ly there” is uncertain.   

  

In Manjari  Sharma’s unti t led 

work in the ongoing series 

Surface Tension ,  the f igure is 

abstracted under r ipples of wa-

ter and refracted l ight, evoking 

new forms beneath the sur-

face plane. Luscious shades 

of blue—harmless elements of 

l ight and water—pierce, erase 

and morph port ions of the hu-

man form. The f igure vaci l lates 

between fractured and whole, 

a hopeful gesture of the agi l i ty 

with which our minds can shif t 

and adapt to unpredictable 

changes. 

   

“When the outer plane gets 

punctured, an inner wor ld ap-

pears,”  says Sharma. “Figures 

turn into landscapes, l imbs 

into f ins,  bodies become amor-

phous, and the mind wanders 

into the ether.  The window be-

tween this submergence and 

emergence is unpredictable 

and unrepeatable.”

Karon Davis ’ sculptural  f ig-

ure modeled on a newspaper 

image from a recent disaster 

echoes the Covid-19 exper i -

ence: f rom behind the ghost ly 

plaster,  real ist ic eyes look out, 

an eer ie connect ion to l i fe be-

hind the window glass dur ing 

the in i t ia l  sever i ty of  the stay-

at-home order that  shut down 

workplaces, creat ive projects 

and many businesses. 

The human embrace that was 

the social  grace; the comfort 

of  proximity to others;  what 

was your refuge, you’ve now 

been told is something to fear. 

We’re spending l imi t less t ime 

in digi ta l  spheres,  project-

ing phantoms of  ourselves in 

place of  concrete exper ienc-

es.  At the opening of  Part  I , 

Br ian Calv in noted that his 

portrai ts of  women’s faces 

were about making “ f igurat ive 

work that  doesn’ t  te l l  a story.” 

Without narrat ive,  the works 

are sel f -contained, f in i te. 

Each image reaff i rms the ex-

p e r i e n c e  o f  a b s t r a c t  th ink-

ing and creat ion—of pres-

ence—a l i fe-aff i rming not ion 

in the contemporary moment 

of  g lobal  uncertainty. 

Now and into the near future, 

Covid-19 wi l l  change the way 

our bodies interact ,  a long with 

the meaning we der ive f rom 

their  representat ion.


