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“To paint abstract means that you do not always have 
the answer to your question -- that you may not able to 
articulate the question. However, the answer may 
come before the question -- in an instant, in the 
process of making something happen on the surface of 
the painting. There is no consciously predetermined 
idea as to how or when the resolution of the painting 
will occur.”                                     
                                                    Michal Sedaka    
       
     The paintings of Michal Sedaka offer an experience 
of being inside a particular intensity of mind. This 
wary intelligence combined with an astute tactile 
sensibility lends an evanescent physical involvement 
to the surface space. There is a suspension of the 
rational interlude. As with the early automatists – 
thinking specifically of Andre Masson and the later 
Gorky – Sedaka is searching for the transition between 
unmediated thought and visual language. This is what 
Andre Breton advocated in his Surrealist Manifesto as 
a means for getting beyond the hesitancy and the 
superficiality of a false rationality. It is this false 
rationality that too often projects itself into the domain 
of academic painting, including the current American 
absorption with formalist postmodernism. Sedaka goes 
far beyond the constraints of this current academic 
frame and therefore beyond any condition of formalist 
expectation. What surfaces from this approach is the 
resolute gesture -- an affirmation of mind that reveals 
itself as an existential sign, a visual effect that is 
directly related to causation. This is the emotional 
tension Implicitly felt in Sedaka's paintings.     
 
    Abstract pictures began in 1993 after few years of 
painting and drawing large realist portraits. What 
became apparent in this cycle of paintings was the 
abstract quality of the visual environment. The 
existential quality of these gestural realist paintings is 
undeniable. In some ways they are comparable to 
Giacometti's late paintings of his brother Diego. The 
philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre commented on these 
paintings as "graceful, because they are all action, but 
sinister, too, because of the emptiness that surrounds 
them, these creatures of nothingness achieve the 
plenitude of existence because they steal away and 
confound us." (Situations, New York, 134)   
 

     These words could have been spoken about the 
Sedaka's paintings as well. It is the emptiness that 
surrounds the figure of “Shlomo” (series of portraits 
she painted in1992) that incites not only the feeling of 
solitariness and the void, but also the abstract vehicle, 
the imagistic armature that surrounds the emptiness 
that fertilizes the void, so to speak. In a previous essay 
on the painter, I described the Shlomo series as 
follows: "The coarse light, the weather-beaten walls, 
the eroded doorways, are all part of this abstract 
vision ... Sedaka has taken a vision of the outside and 
brought it inside, so that an inward sense of   Shlomo's 
environment is transformed through an astonishing 
personal insight." (Muzejsko galerijski centar, Zagreb, 
Michal Sedaka,1994)  
 
    There is another painting -- an early  “self-portrait” 
(page   ) by Sedaka from the late eighties -- in which 
she is the isolated subject. The light umber color is 
also present and pervasive throughout the picture 
plane. She portrays herself sitting in a darkened room 
with light emanating from a near by window. The light 
pours in upon her. In retrospect, one sees in this 
formative painting the artist's ability to define a 
personal abstract vocabulary. It is unusual that a 
realistic genre would become so fully over determined 
as to suggest the interiority of vision, the space and 
time or one’s personal environment. The existential 
void imposes itself in such a way as to support the 
feeling of intense isolation within and around the 
figure. 
 
    I Mention Sedaka's gestural realist paintings as a 
means by which to understand and significantly 
appreciate the long journey from which the artist has 
evolved. It has not been a predictably journey into 
adulthood though the expected forms of middle class 
maturation, but it has been a deeply psychological and 
emotional journey.  
 
     Sedaka is first and foremost a painter. Specifically 
she is an abstract painter. In a conversation with her, 
she mentioned that to paint abstract means that you do 
not always have the answer to your question -- that 
you may not able be to articulate the question. 
However, the answer may come before the question -- 
in an instant, in the process of making something 
happen on the surface of the painting. There is no 
consciously predetermined idea as to how or when the 
resolution of the painting will occur.  
 



     For any reader who has investigated the 
multifaceted discourse of Postmodernism as it relates 
to one's cultural practice, it becomes apparent that the 
term “resolution” is a fundamental problem. To 
resolve a painting, for example, suggests certain 
intolerance with regard to suspending the signifying 
elements of the painting, this further suggests that the 
artist needs to control the outcome of the painting by 
imposing a formal resolution. From a Postmodern 
viewpoint, this signals a regression that the artist may 
fear conflict and therefore wants to control the manner 
in which the signifying elements achieve their 
coherence. 
     This kind of discourse sounds better in theory than 
it does in practice. The artist cannot be pigeonholed in 
a way that somehow suits the demands of the theorist. 
Such tactics are inhibiting, if not impossible, for the 
true painter. She must pursue her vision in her own 
way. To resolve a painting does not mean that the 
conflict is absence. For Sedaka, this is clearly evident. 
Abstract painting is about conflict. Put another way, 
conflict is the source of abstraction. Her modus 
operandi is not simply to make the surface coherent 
with splashes of primary color. Sedaka works on the 
surface as if to move into the conflict, not to avoid, not 
to hold it in check. This approach was apparent from 
the start with her “Red Series (1993)”.  
 
     In “Triptych”, 1995 (page   ), a work she completed 
in Omi, New York the manipulation of  the red and 
black pigment on the square format is densely 
spattered, often dripping, yet tightly woven into a 
surface interplay that is inexorable in its visual 
penetration and subtlety of effect. There is a strict 
luminosity to the surface. By strict, I am referring to 
the manner in which the painterly marks and gestures 
hold the surface. It is woven like fabric but without the 
rational control of the loom. It is pure spontaneous 
gesture. It is the resolute gesture that offers itself as the 
true emotional and formal underpinning. The formal 
cannot be easily separated from the emotional in 
Sedaka's work; they are completely intertwined, 
inextricably bound to one another. One signifies the 
other. The formal is the obverse side of the emotional. 
This is what gives gestural abstraction the power of 
metaphor.  
 
     Sedaka also paints by using her hands. The pigment 
is taken directly from the container using latex gloves. 
This contributes directly to the feeling of a physical 
tactility on the surface. The brushwork comes in 

different ways. According to Sedaka, the process 
involves a different psychology. For example in “Red 
Series No. 41”, the black brushstrokes that descend 
from the top edge of the canvas come after the literal 
application of the paint handling. This is also true of 
Sedaka's two large murals, labeled “Deep red”(page   
) and “Orderly Chaos”(page   ). The first is smaller 
and more contained than the second, measuring 200 
inches in length and a little more than seven feet high. 
The primary pigments are again black and red with 
touches of yellow and blue and occasional white. The 
turbulence of this painting suggests a conflagration or 
a deluge of fire, some natural eruption, but not in the 
mimetic sense of imitating nature. Sedaka is not 
interested in presenting effects but in getting to the 
fundamental basis of her own feelings.  
 
     In a group of paintings called the “Yellow 
Series”(page   ), Sedaka is looking for light -- or rather 
the containment of light -- within the boundaries of her 
gestural color field. In each of these canvases the 
surrounding brilliant primaries hug the central fissure -
- an allusion to a crevice, an opening, or gaping void, 
where the light is contained. Paintings are direct 
expressionist works. One cannot avoid the 
metaphorical association with character and with the 
desire and need for ego strength. There is the 
designation of turbulence as in Number 1 of the large 
murals. Yet within the turbulence is a kind of hovering 
stasis, a moment in time, where the ego sustains itself 
and where the metaphorical light of divine creation 
emanates. I would suggest that the “Yellow Series” 
represents a desire to come to terms with the ego as a 
religious substance.  It is a representation of the inner-
struggle of creation and therefore is partial to the 
modernist tradition. 
 
     Yet if one perceives closely the manner in which 
Sedaka paints these extraordinary canvases -- whether 
she works in relation to the quadrilateral or the more 
determinate large-scale rectangle -- one will see that it 
is less a matter of the surface than of the resolute 
gesture. The argument here is that Sedaka is less a 
Modernism than a self-affirmative gestural painter, an 
artist without category, but working within an 
historical period of high transition. Her mark is the 
resolute brushstroke; that is, the mark as a sign unto 
itself, a mark that contains its own mythology and its 
own signifying power.  
 



     What separates Sedaka’s paintings from the Neo-
Expressionist of the eighties is the definitive mark, the 
resolute mark, the gesture, that sustains itself without 
relying on earlier modernist concepts in a self-
conscious way. This is where Sedaka differs from the 
later abstract paintings of Gerhard Richter. Whereas 
Richter is detached from the maneuvering of the paint 
– disinterested as performing an industrial routine – 
Sedaka is affirming what she know in purely visual 
terms with energetic splashes of primary color at any 
given moment. That sustains itself without parallel to 
former Expressionist concepts. She find the time – the 
irascible moment -- whereby she can prove to herself 
that existence is real and that each stroke is a mark in 
time, thus sustaining the gravity of the real amidst all 
the unnecessary calculations that inhabit the world 
today.  
 
Sedaka is a painter of our time, emanating out of the 
Modernist tradition, yet fearless of the suspension of 
conflict that is often associated with postmodernism. 
In this sense, she is an artist in search of the real and in 
defiance of the simulacra.              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


