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Southfirst gallery is actually on North 6th Street, a cool little bit of 
catch-me-if-you-can that every savvy urbanite takes for granted in 
places worth finding. Once inside, there’s another bit of disconnect 
happening in 31-year-old artist Jesse Chapman’s paintings. These 
works are elusive, in the best way. People, and more importantly, 
types of people, are clearly recognizable here, though their faces are 
often omitted or obscured. Little details like a hairstyle (a golden 
braid flowing down the back of a purple dress) body language (two 

Jesse Chapman The Visit Oil on 
canvas, 40x46" 2005 Photos 
courtesy Southfirst Gallery 

Jessie Chapman 
The Working Class 
Oil on canvas, 40x40” 2005



drunk shirtless guys holding drinks) even a single gesture in silhouette 
(one guy turns to look at a small figure in the distance—a girl he wants 
to impress?) do the talking, even as Chapman’s painterly style of flat 
blocks of color keep the whole piece rooted in the formal. He 
truncates a figure at the neck, only to give you too much description 
at another juncture (say, a perfectly rendered bracelet on a wrist). He 
won’t give you any details in a woman’s dress, but he’ll render it with 
such strong brushstrokes that you’ll feel the sway of the body 
underneath it. Making us feel close to people and situations, even as 
we can’t pin them down, is a good recipe for anxiety. 

We’ve all seen the nerdy guy who feels possessive of his beautiful 
girlfriend in The Visit; the drunk loner guys who have a bond with 
each other but little else in The Toast. Modern life just keeps 
manufacturing these narratives with no real resolution. And we are a 
community of both players and voyeurs. 

Sarah Schmerler is an art critic living in Brooklyn. She teaches at the 
New School in Manhattan. 
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