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Recently, my 82-year-old father took all of the 8mm films he and my mother shot of our family during my childhood and had them transferred to DVDs. I've been watching those DVDs, with more curiosity than nostalgia: My father was a career Air Force officer, and we moved so many times that I have no visual memories of the houses we lived in.


But there are segments in which I recognize the locales immediately: the road trips. The excitement of the long hauls we made between bases and on our rare vacations have stuck with me. I can readily bring to mind favorite strange and marvelous roadside attractions: the teepee-shaped motel in Kansas; the Stuckey's we stopped at on every highway; the Watch Out For Falling Rock signs, with the little cartoon drawing, in the mountains; the green triangular Holiday Inn sign with the star on top.


Melissa Chandon has similar happy memories, and celebrates the all-American road trip on canvas, resurrecting and restoring the icons of life in these United States in the '50s and '60s to their original luster. The drive-in burger joints, gas stations, teardrop travel trailers and Volkswagen vans (we Walkers had a red one) of yore come to life again— sort of— in her candy-colored paintings.


But Chandon isolates her subjects on the canvas and shows us their bare bones, sans people, movement and detail. The gas station no longer has pumps; the restaurant's sign is now blank, the sky is cloudless, the ground grassless. Her buildings in particular are semi-abstracted into their basic geometric forms. Her layered surfaces, their last color coats close to even in tone, are highly varnished.


What we get is the flat shininess of a high-contrast glossy photo or postcard memento of that long-ago road trip. We get the whimsy of a Pop poster image tempered by wistfulness for a bygone era. We get echoes of the imagery of Wayne Thiebaud, David Hockney and Edward Hopper.


Chandon's paintings of VW vans call loudly to baby boomers and former hippies. Each posits an empty van, its quintessential circular "VW" logo on the rounded front end, with nothing but its own shadows to further define its place in the picture plane, or the world. But the lack of details allows the viewer to fill in the blanks. In the minds of some, no doubt, the insides of those vans are carpeted with chartreuse shag, the windows curtained with psychedelic fabric, and funny-smelling smoke wafts out the doors.


Of Chandon's gas stations and drive-ins in this exhibit, the most minimal is most appealing. In "Mojave Station, Series #2," the pumpless station is reduced to the L-shaped side of the building, executed in a happy yellow, but the harsh lines of the dark shadows underneath the overhang render this piece very moody. In contrast, "Snow King, Series #3," a drive-in with a sign featuring a snowman and ice cream cone, evokes more nostalgia but not the sense of loss the "Mojave Station" prompts.


Similarly, among Chandon's landscape works, the simplest, starkest images are most successful. Her "Farmhouse on Green," a two-story white saltbox with the glare of sunlight illuminating one side and dark shadows under its porch, recalls Hopper's "House by the Railroad." But Hopper's white (and much more detailed) house dominated the canvas, while Chandon's takes up a mere quarter of the image area, again emphasizing a sense of solitude. Even her "Boat in Green," a purple boat marooned at the side of a road against a green background, feels lonely. Her scumbling in darker green strokes, encompassing the boat, aids in that effect.


This exhibit also includes a number of Chandon's oil-on-paper landscape paintings, which are quite different in technique, color and detail than her acrylic paintings. Though appealing in their loose, sketchy feel, these smaller pieces aren't as interesting and don't evoke as many emotional responses.

What is fascinating about Chandon's acrylic paintings is that less is definitely more; the simpler and cleaner the lines, the purer the color, the fewer the details, the greater the range of response afforded the viewer. Of course each viewer attaches his or her own memories to the images. The "Snow King Drive-In" calls forth chocolate-dipped cones at the Tastee-Freeze in Great Falls, Mont. for me. Chandon's "Lifeguard Shack Series," set at Santa Monica, Calif., no doubt reminds others of beach picnics, volleyball games, learning to surf, and the like.


Onto the isolation, loneliness and emptiness of these images we project our own populated and happy film clips, even adding the missing sounds: the squeals of children at the water's edge; the "ding! ding!" of the bell when a car drove into the gas station; the motorcycles revving their engines in "Easy Rider." The power of visual art to activate all our senses through only one— our sight— is truly a magnificent phenomenon. Chandon's shiny colorful images definitely do the trick.


Contact Hollis Walker at hwalker259@earthlink.net
WHAT: "Melissa Chandon: Landmarks, Icons and French Views"
WHEN: Through April 14
WHERE: Selby Fleetwood Gallery, 600 Canyon Road
CONTACT: 992-8877, www.selbyfleetwoodgallery.com
