“Octagons and Pink Skies”
A scene from Exhibition by J.A. Jones

Setting: Matt Burless is an 18-year-old artist who has been given his own New York loft to serve as his studio by a mysterious travel agent. In this scene, he is in the spacious, one-room loft working on an impressionistic painting. His model is a young woman who calls herself Victoria Grant. “Victoria” is a psych major from NYU and begins the scene in a crouched pose beneath Matt’s window on the west wall. There is a nearly finished painting on an easel and a vacant pull-out couch facing the audience.  Matt is finishing the painting when his subject becomes a critic. The ensuing argument shows that any of Matt’s initial annoyance or incredulity toward “Victoria” becomes drowned out by how strangely impressed by and attracted he is to her. She is doing what she does best here: using her widespread, obscure knowledge and alternate personalities to mess around with this new face and learn something in the process.

Matt: “Could you move your elbow up a little bit? You kind of dropped it.”

Victoria: “Like this?”

Matt: “Yeah, just need to get the lowlights on this shadow--”

Victoria: “So, where is this figure going?”

Matt: “Umm…Well, in the background.”

Victoria: [begins leaning impatiently, quickly reverts to original position when 
Matt looks at her]

Matt: “All right, just a little charcoal left to go. I suppose you can--”
Victoria: “So, what does it mean?”

Matt [with charcoal pencil in mouth]: “Pardon me?”

Victoria: “Why draw me in all those poses over that meadow?”

Matt [frowning]: “How did you--?”
Victoria: “I peeked. When you went to the bathroom. I know you didn’t say I could, 

but you know how it is with temptations.”

Matt: [half-smile] “Yeah…” [fills in shadow with charcoal. Brief silence.]
Victoria: “So…”

Matt: “What?”

Victoria: “Well, why didn’t you just draw the floor of this room instead of the meadow?

Why didn’t you just draw these green shutters instead of that pink sky?” 
Matt [focusing on painting]: “Damn, these lowlights…”

Victoria: “Oh, fine. It’s just another empty plot, right?”

Matt [stopping again]: “What do you mean?”

Victoria: “You’ve painted a world without purpose. You’ve created something 
utterly lacking in concept.”

Matt: “I told you specifically to stay in your pose while I was in the bathroom. 
You didn’t, and I don’t especially feel the need to--”
Victoria: “So it’s all bullshit, right?” [takes head out of arms, brushes hair out of eyes]
Matt: “Hey!”

Victoria: “What? You were about to send me home anyways, weren’t you? 
I just interrupted. Or were you going to make me dinner?”

Matt [nodding]: “Oh, yes. Of course, since you’ve been so patient.”

Victoria: “It’s all about suggestion, then. You paint something meaningless and 
vague and pray that someone important enough attaches a theme to it.”

Matt [in a monotone]: “I guess you have it all figured out, then. [Walks over to her]
“Here.” [Wipes hands on pants, then helps Victoria back into her pose. 
He pulls her bangs down over her eyes like they were before. They look at 
each other.]

Victoria: “Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

Matt: [confused expression, cocks head slightly]
Victoria: “Some trendy New York no-waver Dadaist hanger-on will see evidence of 
a decline in American ruralism or some shit and you’ll get pay and accolades.”

Matt: [nods with ironic compliance, walks back towards painting]
Victoria: “…or he won’t. And your painting of a pink sky will be a painting of a pink 
sky and no one will give a shit.”

Matt: “All right.” [with a sigh] “Suppose that’s the case, and all that pessimism 
you’ve acquired by being beaten over the head with modern art textbooks is 
for a reason. [Working on the bangs and shadow in the painting] I’m a fabricator, I’m an aimless fake, and I’m a lie.”

Victoria: [nods]
Matt: “Does that make it any less real for the audience? Does the artist’s intent 
outweigh the audience’s interpretation? If you get a strong response from something that isn’t actively trying for a specific reaction, is the response 
any less strong?” 
Victoria: “Look at it this way. If you’re told a painting of an octagon symbolizes 
the American revolution, do you make the connection, or are you filled with confusion? I mean are you thinking, “Hey! Just what I suspected!” Or are you wondering just how this octagon could possibly portray history like that?”

Matt: “You’re talking about a matter of taste now. Just because you dislike or 
can’t appreciate modern art doesn’t mean the entire style is without merit. Besides, my painting is more… impressionistic. There is a woman who looks like a woman. The only surreal quality is the unrealistic environment. My only trouble with it is that I’ve failed to portray this woman’s strongest trait: her complete lack of tact.”

Victoria: [ignoring last comment] “I’m not comparing your work aesthetically to 
modern art, nor am I labeling it in any way. My point is, any asshole can make up an interpretation for something as oblique as an octagon, and your grassy meadow and pink sky is just the same.”

Matt: “There.” [Gestures that she can get up. Takes a step back to look at the painting.]
“So, you’re criticizing my work based on the probability that it will be misinterpreted.”

Victoria: [approaches Matt] “No, I’m criticizing your work because it can’t be 
interpreted correctly because it has no meaning. Even your interpretation is incorrect because you haven’t a clue as to why you made it.”

Matt [thinking]: “Well then, say I did it to make something beautiful. Say a muse just  

slipped something into my drink one night and I saw a pink sky and wanted to paint it. If you think I’m…disingenuous, then what’s more pure than Ars artis gratia?”
Victoria: “Nothing. [Stands side to side with Matt, looks at painting] And it is beautiful. 
Don’t get me wrong. But weren’t you thinking of something the whole time you were painting it? Wasn’t something gnawing away at you?”

Matt: “Well, yeah. I was wondering why I even thought to bother with NYU girls in the 
first place.”

Victoria: “Ha. Ha. Yes, okay. But wasn’t there something else? Something you didn’t 
have the courage to put on that canvas?”

Matt: “I think you’re over-romanticizing all the… Look, why do you care what my 
intentions are?”

Victoria: “Because you have something to say. It’s been on your face since you came up 
to me on campus. It’s transparent. But you’re not telling anyone. So you can go ahead and claim that all you’re trying to do is make eye candy. Nobody but hipsters will hold it against you. All I’m saying is, you’d be a hell of a lot more interesting if you let people know you have something to tell them. [Picks up her coat, tosses her purse around her shoulder] Maybe I care about your intentions to make up for the fact that you don’t seem to.”
Exeunt Victoria.
Matt: [deep in thought, then grabs the check on his couch and hurries] “Wait, you forgot 
your check!” [Comes back in, check still in hand. He collapses on the couch and stares at his painting with one eye covered.] 

