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It’s no longer heresy to say the West is done: explored, exploited, developed and 
digitally mapped, so that there’s little left to the mystery of it all.

Majestic landscapes remain, of course, after a hard century of settlement, but the view 
is altered; a rearrangement that started, innocently enough, with split-rail fences and 
church steeples and more lately includes suspicious obstructions like drilling rigs and 
wind turbines.

The scenery is still a tantalizing subject for artists, but they’ve had to adjust, too, 
painting into the landscape the new things that define it, and painting out the things that 
are gone, like abundant wildlife and unimpeded peaks.

Patti Hallock’s photo, “Fire Hydrant, Santa Fe, New Mexico” is part of “Finite Frontier” at the Curtis Center. (Image provided by 
Curtis Center)



The best of it — and there is some of that on display now at the Curtis Center for the 
Arts — is journalistic, honest and a little detached. Like Albert Bierstadt, who pioneered 
Western landscapes in the 19th century, today’s painters and photographers often 
simply depict what is before their eyes and let viewers decide where beauty lives or is 
lacking.

That doesn’t mean there’s no point of view — it’s all in the framing — but detachment 
drives the exhibit “Open Space: Finite Frontier” and brings it together as a humble, 
believable snapshot of the West, circa 2017.

Patti Hallock’s photo, “Fire Hydrant, Santa Fe, New Mexico” is simply that and nothing 
more, a single yellow hydrant, framed to look like it is the only human-made element in 

Sara Winklers “Techtonic Shifting of Dry Ocean” takes the idea of a changing West to its origins. (Image provided by Curtis Center)



a vast, rocky, gray field. There’s some desert beauty to the scene, but also this colorful 
interruption that says, yes, even here in the middle of nowhere, the land has been 
organized and the water channeled.

It’s disturbing if your concern is the environment but welcome, perhaps, if you live within 
a few miles and your house is on fire.

There’s a similar bit of pure reporting in Aaron Wuerker’s “Viewfinder,” which gives us 
snowy mountains and big skies in the background, but animal pens — the sort where 
cattle might be brought for transport or slaughter — in the foreground.   There are no 
livestock present, but you can see how mass animal farming has dampened the spirit of 
the land, as well as changed the view. Some exhibit visitors will be angered; others will 
crave a burger.

The duality of development’s 
intermingling good and bad is 
more dramatic when it comes to 
depictions of wind turbines, a 
subject included by several artists 
in this show, including aerial 
photographer Evan Anderman 
and painter Don Stinson. These 
artists get at that magic and 
mesmerizing thing we all see 
when we drive by these new 
objects along our highways — 
their modern and graceful stretch 
into the air and their minimal 
disruption of the ground. But by 
capturing them en masse the way 
they have been distributed in 
open fields, they are revealed as 
intruders, the latest obnoxious 
invaders of the West.

In a sense, curator Robin Whatley has divided “Finite Frontier” into two parts — the rural 
and the urban, a wise move that evokes the lessening distance between the two.

Rick Dula’s “Mile High Construction” freezes in acrylics a gaggle of cranes hovering 
over some generic construction project. It’s in contemporary Denver; you can tell 
because there’s the “cash register” building in the distance. But his crisses and crosses 
of steel beams aren’t so different than the intersecting lines we see in Aaron Wuerker’s 
animal pens, and the backgrounds are similarly larger-than-life. Clearly, the story of the 
West’s transformation continues.

Chandler Romeo’s table-top ceramic work is interactive. Visitors can move 
around the parts to rearrange the landscape. (Ray Mark Rinaldi, The Know)



There are similar connections between Wuerker’s various scenes and Sara Winkler’s 
deconstructed Utah landscapes and Mariah Raymond’s portraits of stacked hay bales 
that look more like architecture than farm products. These are standout works.

“Finite Frontier” seems to come to its wisest conclusion in its showpiece, Chandler 
Romeo’s table-top ceramic rendering of the landscape as it shifts from the density of the 
urban core to the rolling fields of exurbia. Her piece, with hundreds and hundreds of 
parts, has tall buildings at the center and undulating grasses on its edges.  It is part play 
object; it feels like a child’s toy, and part topographical map; it also feels like something 
that urban planners might use to get a handle on the terrain.

Interestingly, none of its is fixed. Viewers are welcome to pick up the various 
skyscrapers, apartment blocks and houses, and move them around. This is a tactile 
way of reminding us that none of this new landscape if fixed. It is constantly changing, 
and the thing that changes it is our perspective, our collective decisions on where things 
can go and can’t, what we will preserve and wreck moving forward.

Like a lot of the work in this show, it doesn’t seem to judge, just to deepen our 
understanding of what we have conquered and wrought; how we endlessly redo this 
thing we have done.

“Open Space: Finite Frontier” runs through Feb. 28 at the Curtis Center for the Arts, 
2349 East Orchard Road, Greenwood Village. 303-797-1779 or greenwoodvillage.com

Mariah Raymond’s oil painting on the walls at the Curtis Center. Her hay bales look like piece of architecture on the rural plains. 
(Ray Mark Rinaldi, The Know)
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