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Walter Maciel Gallery is pleased to present a new body of work entitled The Sky above Us by San Francisco based artist, John Bankston. The show includes small to mid-sized paintings continuing on broader topics of male bonding, identity and masculine behavior.  
Unlike many of Bankston’s previous series that loosely tell a narrative from one painting to the next, the new work emphasizes specific interactions with highly psychological and emotive content between a range of  male characters.  Using his signature coloring book style format, Bankston imagines ways of making connections that develop commonality among the individuals often with an exaggerated form of drag to define each individual or group.  Mr. M, the familiar protagonist from previous stories, resurfaces in most of the paintings as the adventurous subject who meets new characters adorned in fanciful costumes, mysterious masks and playful hats.  Many of the subjects are wearing familiar costumes seen in Bankston’s earlier work such as the hooded cape with the bird’s beak and the bunny masks in their various iterations.  Mr. M’s demeanor appears more relaxed in this new group of paintings as he confidently interacts with his counterparts.  In one painting he is wearing a feathery cape and an owl-like cap with a geometric sculptural form in his right hand.  His posture is slightly positioned towards an enigmatic figure wearing a mask over his eyes and dressed in an oversized shirt with an orange tie.  He too has a geometric hatchet-like form in his hand but the scene is non-threatening and the exchange appears amicable and passive.
While many of the paintings focus on the relationships between the characters, a few images depict contemplative moments with a solitary figure peering back at the viewer.  In one scene Mr. M is wearing a mismatched patterned blazer with a blue eye mask while he calmly stands next to a French bulldog.  The dog seems to scrutinize the viewer as Mr. M hides behind the camouflage jacket and mysterious mask.   While the figure and the dog are static, the landscape seems dynamic with clouds rushing towards the viewer. The landscape fluctuates between representing a place and simple mark making.  
All of the paintings are set within dreamy landscapes that are softly rendered to contrast the distinct black outline and scratchy bold colors of each figure. Using a range of pastel colors, the elongated perspectives extend outward across hilly landscapes or flat plains where they meet colorful depictions of daylight or sunset skies.  As evident by the title of the show - The Sky above Us, the narratives remind us that although we are different and it is important to celebrate diversity the world is a much bigger place outside of our daily interactions.
Born in Benton Harbor, Michigan, Bankston received his BFA from the University of Chicago and his MFA in painting from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. Last year one of his paintings in the permanent collection at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art was on view in the exhibition, On the Edge: Art of California. Other important exhibitions include a solo show entitled Dream to Dream: The Art of John Bankston at the Krasl Art Center in St. Joseph, MI (catalog), the inaugural California-Pacific Triennial at the Orange County Museum of Art, the traveling exhibition 30 Americans organized by the Rubell Collection in Miami, Figure Studies: Recent Representational Works on Paper at the Contemporary Art Museum in St. Louis and Freestyle at the Studio Museum in Harlem. Bankston’s work is collected by many US museums including the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, de Young Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, Wadsworth Antheum Museum of Art in Hartford, CT, Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art at Cornell University in Ithaca, NY and Smith College Museum of Art in Northampton, MA. Bankston is the recipient of many prestigious awards including a Joan Mitchell Foundation Painters and Sculptors Grant, a Louis Comfort Tiffany Foundation Grant and a Fleishhacker Foundation Eureka Fellowship.
