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John Bjerklie, Untitled (Trinity), ca. 1986, acrylic on plywood and canvas, 52 x 60".
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John Bjerklie (1953–2024), raised a Christian in Maine, came to
Saint Louis in 1977 to study painting at Washington University. By
the time he moved to New York in 1988, his style had progressed:
from a student’s Fauvist studies to geometric abstractions and
collaged canvases and, eventually, to tight, energized combines full of
comma- and kidney-shaped forms. Across two venues featuring
twenty-five works, “The St. Louis Years” presents a range of the
artist’s Midwestern output. Fittingly, one of these sites is a gallery on
the second floor of a Presbyterian church: Bjerklie’s faith suffused his
art, lending even his more lighthearted polka-dotted arrangements an
air of gravity and deliberation.

Untitled (Trinity), ca. 1986, is one such playfully devout construction.
As with all of Bjerklie’s combine paintings from this period, it has a
frame that’s just barely discernible behind a cluster of projecting
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plywood blocks, sloppily painted and separated into three vertical
bands. The left stripe features white scythes dotted with black; the
middle one is made up of white-and-red triangles, and the right
comprises truncated ovoids decked out with stubby crucifixes. Its
slipshod construction belies a real seriousness of design, particularly
recognizable at junctures where the bands collide. Whether the
painting addresses God’s consubstantiality or symbolizes the realms
of heaven, earth, and hell, the way its segments intermingle suggests
not just an overall coherence of structure, but a sense of spiritual
unity, an aspect that is prevalent throughout all of Bjerklie’s art.

Many of Trinity’s most compelling features are present in some
combination in almost every work in the exhibition. Idiosyncratic
shapes, physical paint handling, and depths achieved by the layering
of many planes characterize the fuzzy still lifes as well as the cut-and-
collaged canvases. Bjerklie was an artist who would have ideas and
nurture them, sometimes for years, as if to honor their source by
proving how supple even His smallest gifts could be.
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