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Chris Cran: At Play
by Nancy Tousley

Browsing through the image bank he 
has scanned into his computer—a 
collection garnered from pulp magazines, 
photographs, Letraset catalogues, high 
school yearbooks, books of graphic 
designs, and other old books of different 
kinds—Chris Cran comes across part 
of a page torn from an issue of Popular 
Mechanics. The content is a text-heavy 
advertisement for the 1951 Ranch-type 
House Book and Plans, illustrated with a 
few graphics. Two happy presenters, one 
on either side of a roofless visualization of 
the “build-it-yourself” home, point to the 
basic house and the garage/breezeway 
expansion. The tiny men in suits and 
ties, big-head caricatures with stout little 
bodies, are salesmen with outstretched 
arms and large open hands. Their 
gestures mime “Ta-dah!” They are what 
catches Cran’s attention. 

He copies the graphic figures and 
liberates them from the text and the 
context of the ad. After some computer 
presto-chango, the men appear again, 
in a black-and-white painting on 
paper, flanking a Giacometti sculpture 
of an overly tall and thin, standing 
woman. Equally the product of formal 
exaggerations, the chunky salesmen 
and the emaciated Giacometti woman 
put opposites, such as the high-and-
low of vernacular advertising graphics 
juxtaposed with iconic modernist 
sculpture, into play. In the process, a 
transformation of cheerful salesmen 
into auctioneers of the work of an 
important international artist occurs. 
Herein lies one example of how Cran 
plays in the studio.

Of course, Cran at play is also Cran at 
work. The difference between the two 

activities is this: when the artist plays 
he uses his studio more as a lab than 
as a site of production and ignores the 
rules. At various times in his career, 
the well-known Calgary-based painter 
has engaged in periods of intense 
creative play, trying out a new idea, 
material or tool, or sometimes all 
three, and following the lead of one 
thing to another as something grabs 
his attention. The questions he asks 
himself are “What next?” “What next?” 
“What next?” Cran is producing work 
during these times, but doing it without 
a specific goal, which he has when he 
is making a painting he has already 
planned or when he is carrying out a 
commission. During times of creative 
play, he works with a keen sense of 
pleasure in seizing upon a visual idea 
and executing it quickly so that he sees 
the results almost immediately. The 
pleasure he takes comes from finding 
efficient ways to work as well as the 
instant gratification. 

During the past year, Cran worked this 
way for months, producing two bodies 

of work from which those on view 
in Chris Cran: At Play were selected. 
First came the eight ink drawings the 
artist made between January and June 
2018, and then the 24 black-and-white 
paintings on paper, made with his 
computerized stencil cutter, between 
June and December. Within these 
two bodies of work lie the contrasts 
between the intuitive play of the ink 
drawings, led by the artist’s “intelligent” 
hand, and the conceptual play of the 
paintings on paper, led by ideas.

He has continued to work on paper 
in this vein since artwork for the 
exhibition was selected, as the graphic 
paintings take on new cartoon imagery 
and new ways of working with stencils. 
As a general rule, Cran “plays” until 
he loses interest, or he receives a 
commission, or an idea turns up that he 
wants to work out in a larger painting 
on canvas. The latter might then lead 
him to the beginning of a new series of 
paintings, as it has in the past, or simply 
be a thing in itself. 

Chris Cran, Auctioning Giacometti, 2018

Chris Cran, Happy, 2018 Chris Cran, Hand with Cigarette, 2018
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For Cran creative play is both liberating 
and productive, and a vital part of 
his artistic practice. Another such 
exploratory period occurred in the 
late 1980s, following the completion 
of The Self-Portrait Series. The work 
that brought Cran to critical attention, 
these realistic paintings made between 
1984 and 1989, required from two to five 
months to complete. Where he could,  
he turned to labour-saving devices to 
make them. His first use of stenciling  
to duplicate an image occurs in  
Self-Portrait Reading a Famous Book (1987). 
In the painting, Cran pictures himself 
sitting in an armchair and reading a 
book with portraits of Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels on its cover, in a room 
with a Mickey Mouse pattern in the 
wallpaper. While the humorous high-
low juxtaposition of Marx and Engels 
and Mickey Mouse foreshadowed 
Auctioning Giacometti (2018), Cran 
produced the wallpaper pattern using 
a stencil of Mickey that he cut by hand. 
The stenciled pattern rhymed with 
printed wallpaper in the real world and 
stenciling proved as well to be a valuable 
labour- and time-saving process that 
could be put to other uses. 

One of the simplest forms of 
printmaking, the stencil is a thin, 
impervious matrix from which letters, 
numbers or a design have been cut out 
in order to produce an image when ink 
or paint is rolled across the openings 
in the surface and onto a substrate, 
a material placed underneath. The 
principle is to cover or mask off areas 
of a composition upon which no ink 
or paint is desired. Cran used masking 
and stenciling when he made the 
Stripe Paintings, beginning in 1989, and 
continued to use the processes in series 
that followed. The tondos made after 
Pink/Blue Woman (Chorus Series 13.5), 
2013, have been produced with stencils, 
as were the Found Portraits (2017) and 
the Found Altered Portraits (2017), which 

immediately preceded this new body 
of work and were his first successful 
stencils on paper. The process itself 
becomes a theme of Chris Cran: At Play. 
The artist chose to work within the 
limitations of stenciling as the challenge 
to meet in making new work for this 
exhibition. How many ways could he 
use the process to produce a variety of 
visual effects, when all he had to work 
with were the most stripped down of 
means—black and white, and thin and 
thick lines? 

The paintings on paper of 2018 are made 
in black acrylic and deploy the stencil 
on paper almost as if he were making 
a unique print. As with the stenciled 
Mickeys, the new paintings on paper 
rhyme with industrial commercially 
printed images, which in many cases 
are their sources. The way he makes 
them is an analogue for mechanical 
reproduction, which, along with image-
making devices, has interested Cran 
since his art school days in the late 1970s 
when he made A Pink Alpha and a Green 
Omega in Front of a Magic Art Reproducer 
(1979). As well, the student painting on 
canvas was based on an ad for a toy 
camera lucida in a pulp magazine. In 
the new work, Cran uses found images, 
including from his own work on canvas, 
for all of its subjects. His process had 
already become more mechanized with 
his acquisition of a large vinyl stencil 
cutter in 2013. With computer and 
stencil cutter as tools, he developed a 
system and followed it, as he likes to do. 
Here he relieves the old found images 
of their duties as illustrations, transfers 
them from pulp magazine pages into 
a computer and transforms them into 
independent entities. Enlarging and 
arranging the graphics in productive 
juxtapositions, he generates works that 
are designed in Photoshop, processed 
in Illustrator, cut into stencils on a 
computerized vinyl stencil cutter, 
weeded, and inked by hand with a roller. 

Chris Cran, Excited, 2018
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Images from his own work are turned 
into graphics. Halftone images can be 
created in Photoshop with dots or with 
lines of varying configurations in a way 
that streamlines and refines the stripes 
and halftone dot techniques of his 
earlier paintings. But now as then, when 
the stencil is pulled away from the paper 
a vivid image is revealed, fully formed. 
Ta dah!

The revived images have an intense 
visual energy that emanates from their 
high contrasts, the eye-dazzling patterns 
of tone-producing thick-and-thin 
lines, and the clean, razor-sharp edges 
that set off black lines against a white 
ground. Conceptual energy rises from 
Cran’s humorous image choices and the 
juxtapositions of opposites, as when 
hucksterish salesmen become high-art 
auctioneers and a comment is seemingly 
being made about the present state of 
the art world. Allergic to overt messages, 
Cran bids the viewer to complete 
the work when it comes to assigning 
meaning. There are suggestions that 

existential anxieties are not absent from 
the human condition that his work 
outlines in broad strokes. However,  
the existential in Cran’s work almost 
always is presented in comedic terms.  
In Self-Doubt (2018), for example, the 
mirror images of a skeptical man 
surveying himself are produced with 
vertical, wavy, thick-thin lines that give 
the whole image the queasy distortions 
of a funhouse mirror. To be seized by 
such a condition is really not funny. 
Cran, who has never shied away from 
making humour a mainstay of his 
work, uses it and its inherent tension to 
distract the viewer’s attention from the 
question of meaning, whether or not  
a viewer is looking to comedy’s  
serious side.

Looking is a persistent theme among 
Cran’s paintings on paper. The 
cartoonish figures look out at the 
viewer from images of crowds and 
individuals, they look at themselves 
(as in Self-Doubt), and they look at 
each other and at things. Looking goes 
hand in hand with Cran’s interest in 
vision and perception. His oeuvre is 
full of optical sleight of hand, visual 
puns and visual riffs on verbal puns. In 
the new paintings on paper, hair-thin 
halftone lines can make flat images 
appear volumetric and blurred images 
seem photographic. The picture plane 
can be sliced vertically and spatially 
into a closeup with a background that 
is pushed further into the distance. 
His frequent use of graphic framing 
devices of different types emphasizes 
an image isolated in its visual field and 
lends it weight, as in Touch Up (2018), 
in which a house painter on a ladder 
applies paint to the heavy decorative 
border that encloses him. He becomes 
a metaphor for the artist; the image 
is a visual riff on the phrase “painting 
yourself into a corner.” 

The crowd, the disembodied head, the 
framing device, the hand holding a 

cigarette or another object, the portrait, 
the salesman are all motifs that Cran 
has worked with for many years, some 
from the beginning of his career. 
That they remain robust and ready to 
receive new ideas and renewed visual 
life as Cran returns to them and their 
original sources in pulp graphics is 
amply demonstrated by this new body 
of work. What the motifs point to and 
sustain are his powers of invention and 
agility as an artist. In a similar vein, he 
has made the abstract ink drawings off 
and on for the past decade, finding in 
them a seemingly limitless platform 
for invention of a different kind. The 
ink drawings are made intuitively and 
entirely by hand, although their effects 
sometimes suggest the photographic, a 
keen interest of Cran’s throughout his 
work. Their surfaces are heavily worked 
and reworked using a bagful of tools 
and techniques, ranging from stamping 
with a crumpled rag and scraping with 
a razor blade to masking off areas he 
likes with clear acrylic as he works on 
another part of the composition, and 

drawing into a surface he has inked with 
a roller using the handle of a brush. 

Cran is interested in visual technologies 
as basic as drawing and as up to date 
as digital machines. The ink drawings 
are improvisations in which the play 
takes place in the physical manipulation 
of materials. Pairing them with their 
opposites, the stencil paintings on paper, 
in which the play is conceptual and the 
material process is the execution of the 
concept, brings into focus Cran’s sense of 
creative play. It can be approached from 
two directions, each of which depends 
on the medium the artist chooses to 
work with at a given time; it is variable 
and cyclical. Moving back and forth 
from one kind of play to the other, 
from one kind of image, material or 
tool to another, follows patterns deeply 
embedded in his work. Cran generates 
energy from the collision of opposites be 
it images or visual technologies and—in 
the process—he charges his batteries. 
“What next?”

Chris Cran, Touch Up, 2018

Chris Cran, Nose, 2018
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List of Works
Chris Cran 
Canadian (b. 1949) 
Hand with Glass, 1983 
charcoal and collage on paper 
62.23 x 59.69 cm 
Collection of the Artist, Calgary

Chris Cran 
Canadian (b. 1949) 
Pink/Blue Woman (Chorus Series 13.5), 
2013 
enamel on board 
30.5 cm, diameter 
Collection of the Artist, Calgary

Chris Cran 
Canadian (b. 1949) 
Eight drawings, 2018 
ink on foam core 
35.56 cm x 30.48 cm 
Collection of the Artist, Calgary 
1. The Precise Order 
2. The First Location 
3. Alternate Definition 
4. Relaxed Contradiction 
5. Original Alias 
6. Time Lapse 
7. Understanding of Choice 
8. Calculation Negotiation

Chris Cran 
Canadian (b. 1949) 
Paintings on paper, 2018 
acrylic on paper  
76.2 x 55.8 cm  
Collection of the Artist, Calgary 
1. The Pianist 
2. Misty Portrait  
3. Zigzag Crowd  
4. Abstract Sculpture 
5. Touch Up 
6. Recognize Him?  
7. Mercury 
8. Portrait of a Woman 
9. Auctioning Giacometti 
10. Self-Doubt 
11. My Card 

12. Portraits with Crowd Frame  
13. Happy 
14. Not Happy 
15. F Hole Crowd 
16. Baseball Field 
17. Puppet Head 
18. Eye 
19. Nose 
20. Hand with Cigarette 
21. Black Blob 
22. Excited 
23. Party 
24. The Morning After

One New Work
One New Work is an ongoing series of small, focused exhibitions, curated by  
Nancy Tousley, which began at Glenbow in 2016.

Each exhibition features a new work by an artist shown with other works or objects 
that were selected to set the new artwork within a context. This can take many different 
directions. It might be provided by an artist’s earlier, related works; preparatory sketches 
or maquettes for the new artwork; art, artifacts or archival material from Glenbow’s 
collection; art or artifacts from the artist’s collection; and so on. At times, it will simply  
be one new work that illuminates a new direction in an artist’s practice.

Chris Cran: At Play is on view in the One New Work gallery from February 9 to  
May 26, 2019 and is the eighth exhibition in the series.

Bios
Chris Cran is an internationally 
recognized painter who lives and works 
in Calgary, Alberta. A graduate of the 
Alberta College of Art + Design, he has 
exhibited widely in Canada and abroad. 
Most recently, his career was celebrated 
by exhibitions at the Art Gallery of 
Alberta and the Southern Alberta Art 
Gallery, which were combined into 
a major 35-year survey exhibition, 
Sincerely Yours, at the National Gallery 
of Canada in 2016. Cran’s other activities 
have included teaching art, curating 
exhibitions and theatre set design. He 
was inducted into the Royal Canadian 
Academy in 2002. He is represented by 
TrepanierBaer Gallery, Calgary; Clint 
Roenisch Gallery, Toronto; and Wilding 
Cran Gallery, Los Angeles.

Nancy Tousley, winner of the Governor 
General’s Award for significant 
contributions in the arts, is a nationally 
known senior art critic, arts journalist 
and independent curator. A graduate of 
Vassar College, she was art critic of the 
Calgary Herald for more than 30 years 
and the first Critic-in-Residence at the 
Alberta College of Art + Design. Her 
writing has appeared in magazines in 
Canada and the United States since the 
early 1970s, and in more than 40 public 
art gallery and museum catalogues and 
books. Chris Cran: At Play is the tenth 
exhibition she has curated for Glenbow.

Chris Cran, Recognize Him?, 2018
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