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Jan Hankins' mural-sized, politically charged, 
epic paintings are well known throughout the region for their 

biting wit, confrontational political stances, densely packed 

compositions, and keenly crafted Day-Glo palettes. The 

paintings in his new show, Sleepless, are a departure from the 

artist's earlier work. The new body of work carries with it a 

sense that the visual vocabulary from earlier paintings has 

been cleared from the work table and only the most essential 

parts remain, reassembled to create the new pieces. 

Hankins' previous paintings were large, skillfully 

constructed, mega-scenarios with a legion of regular players 

and props: the Alfred E. Newman-esque George W. Bush, 

the Halliburton logo, infamous Abu Ghraib guard Lyndie 

Englund, Marvel Comic's Captain America, Bellevue Baptist 

minister Adrian Rogers, monster trucks, and Humvees, to 

name a few. In his new body of work the artist has greatly 

reduced the quantity of visual information, usually limited 

to one or two characters in a modest setting. The figures 

are often centrally placed in the middle of a vast, flooded 

dreamscape of some kind: an island of garbage or the top of 

a submerged building or a makeshift vessel. He approaches 

these ominous subjects with what appears to be a new

found sense of discovery. Sleepless finds Hankins working 

like a poet who has drawn on his experience constructing 

epic poems to then say more by writing delicate haikus. 

Gone too is the artist's practice of drawing from a 

vast lexicon to create his dizzying scenes culled from found 

objects, diagrams, sketchbook images, third generation 

Xeroxes, comic book and magazine clippings. This delib

erately chaotic system has given way to a series of more 

uniform surfaces and traditional paint handling. The glazes 

and opaque layers are even more subtle and considered. 

While the paintings still address the political climate 

in America today (see Terminator-turned California Governor 

Arnold Schwarzenegger in Blaumburgunder) the new images 

are not as easily deciphered and are harder to pin down to 

any particular moment in history. Among the new cast of 

characters we find a businessman with his head replaced by 

a battleship turret, an ominous ant, a bushy tailed doe, and 

Frankenstein's monster with his head on backwards. This am

biguity provides the artist the wiggle-room needed to address 

a broader range of issues such as the human condition, love, 

rebirth and transformation. These isolated images are at once 

more accessible and cryptic. In terms of creating a narrative 

entry point for the viewer, these paintings are more inclusive 

than they are exclusive. 

Hankins finds himself returning to his childhood 

practice of making models to create the new subjects. The 

adult Hankins adds his mature sensibilities by altering and 

reassembling toys which he places in a box lit with a low 





wattage light bulb. This traditional working method allows 

the artist to work from observation. This limits the palette 

thereby giving the paintings a uniform, coherent sense color 

and light. He combines the calmer and more diligent studio 

process with the slower more deliberate rhythm of the images 

to create a new level of care, even tenderness, in these often 

harsh images. This process also provides the artist with a 

deeper pictorial space rather than the earlier, intentionally 

claustrophobic, flattened spaces in his earlier work. 

Gone too are the heroic, mural-sized canvases. The 

pieces in the show are notably more modest in size, ranging 

from the smallest, 13" x 8", to the largest, 49" x 80". This 

shift, along with the other changes in method, creates a more 

intimate experience for the artist as he approaches the piece 

in the studio as well as for the audience as they interact with 

the work in the gallery space. 

With the war in Iraq well into its third year it seems 

that Hankins has gotten over the initial shock of war and 

has settled into a kind of a meditative consideration of the 

situation. Rather than hopeless resignation, the new work 

shows the artist at the moment of re-determination, checking 

the pace of his protests inherent in his studio practice. There 

is a sense that the artist knows and understands his subjects 

better now. Like a versatile runner, Hankins is settling into 

a race that has gradually shifted from a short sprint into a 

marathon with no end in sight. Ever the vigilant, tireless 

artist, Hankins is in it for the long haul. 

Hamlett Dobbins, 
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-}818-

Cover: Blauburgunder, Oil on canvas, 33"x36", 2006 

Inside left: Two Ton Table, Oil on burlap, 30"x33", 2006 

Inside right: Forbearance, Oil on canvas, 10"x10", 2006 

Back: Dominion Over, Oil on linen, 13 "x8" , 2006 

Clough-Hanson Gallery 1 2000 North Parkway, Memphis, TN, 38112 1901.843.3442 All images courtesy the artist and Jay Etkin Gallery, Memphis 


	hankins068
	hankins069
	hankins070
	hankins071

