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TWO BOYS WITH BIRD, Etching, 4/25, 11%" x 14%4" (image)




FORWARD

Shelly Canton was born with an
incredible facility todraw. The long
dialogue with incompetence, from
which most artists salvage them-
selves, was bypassed by her alto-
gether. Sadly, even before there is
much of a self, the artist is encouraged
to express it. For most of us that’s an
easy business, because when asked
to “express” ourselves we throw
together the few things we’ve come to
think of as our own, and are content.
But not so Shelly whose catalog of
doable things was as grand as ours is
small. No wonder her early work was
so often merely elegant and had to
grow up through incomplete and
sentimental subjects that seemed
richer than they actually were
because of her great skill. The Shelly
Canton who was early on featured
in Seventeen Magazine was only
distantly related to the woman that
she became, though the girl had a
sureness no less credible than the
woman. Such an artistas she was at
the time could readily absorb just
about anything, and thus, the work
had little of that special value that
comes with the image and line hard
won. Great facility has been the death
of a greater number of artists than
incompetence. Just a little bit of study
makes it clear that Cezanne bumbled
in becoming the father of modern art

because he didn’t have enough skill
to do what he wanted to do in the first
place, that is become a second rate

romantic painter. The contributions of

Cezanne are compensations for his
inabilities. Shelly had few inabilities
and could become whatever she
wanted to become, long before she
made the acquaintance of her later
self who, “heard the whole world
whisperingin herear”.

What a testimony to the strength of
her vision that it endured her skill.

Also precocious in Shelly was her
womanhood. Unfashionable as itis
to even claim that such an attribute
exists, it is nonetheless true that she
personified womanliness and all
of the embattled virtues ascribed
thereto. From her earliest years she
was racked by compassion and
empathy, by a will and capacity to
relate and understand, and, above
all to feel one with all living things. |
remember her description of herself
as agirl arrived in New York, and
how she felt because of that woman-
liness. Even earlier, before the age
of 18, she’d escaped Mauricio
Lasansky’s studio because it exam-
ined too closedly her oceanic em-
pathy. Her recourse was always to
herself, a self that was above all the
woman. Itis no surprise at all that she
drew almost compulsively from that

well of womanhood. From it that
came her earliest and most tenacious
“expressions”. The total image was
not focused and often incomplete,
but always directed in its rhetorical
insistence to the well of motherhood
and mirror of childhood—directions
that were to be defined and synthe-
sized into the major issues of her later
work. Though, in her early work the
symbols lacked resonance they were,
nevertheless, alive.

Such were the blessings and
sources, and problems of her life. . .
unseeming impediments that con-
stituted at the end the foundation of
her vision. What measure she had of
ability and womanliness as was hers
had stopped legions before, but never
Shelly. The pain of her life was the
unending effort to integrate them
into a single statement, one where
sympathy and suspicion, feeling and
fear, childhood and cruelty spoke
simultaneously and equally.

Harry Bouras
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SHELLY TERMAN CANTON
1930-1986

You don’t need to know anything
about Shelly to understand her art,
because like her, itis candid, assertive
and without guile. However, knowing
something about her background can
help in the appreciation of her work.

She was born and raised in Chicago’s
Lakeview area. Her father was a
powerful figure, abusinessman with
a militant mission to better the world
through liberal causes. Her mother
was a soft, loving person, trained as

a concert pianist, who thought we
could better the world by reading
Emerson and being nice to each other.
Shelly did not wind up as some alloy
of these disparate elements. They co-
existed in her and were the source of

her inspiration, her ambivalence,
her ecstasy and her pain.

From the first moment the infant
Michelle (as she was named) picked
up acrayon, itwas evident to every-
one, including herself, what her life’s
work would be. Her view of the world
was undoubtedly influenced by the
continual parade of world-class
activists such as Pete Seeger, Paul
Robeson, Studs Terkel and Rockwell
Kent that her father’s politics brought
to their dining table.

Endowed with enormous energy and
athletic ability, she preferred to com-
pete with the boys in sports rather than
be a cheer leader on the sidelines.
But, between her studies and games,
every moment was filled with training
herself to sketch. Her early work
shows an unwavering interest in figur-
ative line drawing rather than paint,
color or abstraction. For that reason,
for her first formal training, she chose
to enroll at the University of lowa, to
study under Mauricio Lasansky, a
renowned teacher of drawing and
printmaking. But after only one year,
her prodigal talent and restless nature
could not be contained in a school.

In 1948, at age 18, long before there
were hippies, she invaded the New
York art scene in tennis shoes, T shirt
and jeans. The appeal of her youthful
enthusiasm and the quality of the
work in her battered portfolio immedi-
ately made her the protege of the Art
Directors of some major magazines.
In short order, she was featured in an
article in Seventeen Magazine and

in two gallery shows. One of them
was the Downtown Gallery, which
represented Ben Shahn. He attended
the opening, proclaimed her the only
living threat to his work and became
her mentor.

Unfortunately, a short-lived marriage
brought this promising beginning to
an abrupt halt. After returning to
Chicago, where a daughter was born
in 1951, her career went into low
gear. Then, in 1958, on the eve of a
second marriage, she entered the Art
Institute’s Chicago and Vicinity Show.
Her piece won the Pauline Palmer
Purchase Award. With that restoration
of her confidence in her talentand a
new stability in her life, she surged
back into work and won quick recog-
nition in the art world via numerous
shows, awards, purchases by private
and corporate collectors and repro-
ductions in magazines and art books.
She worked very rapidly and rarely
had to re-do a piece. Whatever she
saw in her mind’s eye was swiftly and
surely recreated by her strong hand.
Her preference always leaned to the
use of her distinctive line, and she was
always searching for more interesting
ways to create one, on paper, cloth,
metal or acrylic, or even scratching
through paint. Her subject matter
oscillated without notice, as she did,
from portraying her warm feelings
about family, motherhood, and the
innocence of children to satirizing
and raging againstman’s aggressive
nature...between what the world
oughtto be and whatit really was.
Her later work, represented in this



show, tended to concentrate on the
latter. Finally, the stress of living,

(as she often described it) with her
“motor idling too high” wore her
down, slowed her output and brought
apremature end to her work and life.

Itis fitting to let her have the last word
about who and what she was. These
are two excerpts from her poems
which reveal the sources of her
motivation and sensitivity.

(4
Something within me bids me,
come
Say your piece before you’re done
Add yourline to countless other
ones.

CJ

My arms reach out like tentacles
Feeling every pulse, experiencing
every pain

Some child’s cry wakes me and |
can’tsleep

I hear the whole world whispering
inmy ear.

I.D.C.

ON THE DEATH OF MY FATHER Etching 8/25, 202" x 15%" (image)



FIVE HOODED BOYS , CA. 1982, Pen and ink with wash, 194" x 16" (image)
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FANTASIES , Mixed media on linen, 364" x 22"

FOLLOW THE FLAG
Ink on linen, 42" x 46"
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DANCING PIG, LADY, MAN WITH HORN , Pen and ink and wash, 14" x 17"
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THE BYCYCLISTS, Etching, 10/25, 21" x 16%" (image)
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BEAT THE DRUM—THE CRAZIES HAVE COME!
Pen and ink, 16%4" x 14"



SIGMUND FREUD
Etching, 11/20, 18'/4" x 24%4" (image)

ANNA FREUD
Etching, 11/20, 184" x 24%4" (image)




EMBOSSED MAN
Etching, 10/25,
19%" x 16'/2" (image)




42" x 62"

BAR MITZVAH, Ink on linen



HOODED BOY
1982 Pen and ink 23" x 17" (image) F et
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MUy TANTLE 1982



THE WAR MACHINE
Ink on linen 26" x 53"
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: X £ / MEDIEVAL LADY WITH PLEATED COLLAR

Pencil, 18'/" x 24" (image)



THE MAD PARADE , Etching, 16/25, 16%4" x 20%4" (image)
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MAD FEAST, Etching 10" x 15%4" (image)

THREE FACES WITH PAPER HATS
23" x 21" (image) CA. 1981, Pen & ink with wash



FOLLOW THE DRUMS, CA. 1982, Pen and ink, 18" x 24" (image)



THE BIRD LADY
Ink on linen, 31" x 25"
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