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Fletcher Banton

Visual vigor, renpied crafisman.
to define Hetcher Benton's wark.
The close to 50 drawings. bas-
1eliefs, maguettes; and sculptures
in his recent show, dating from
tha ‘30s, endow familiar lenmotifs
with & naw and edgy vulnerahility.
In contrast te his gargantuan
corporate pieces of the 'Bs, the
recent works are more intimate

in scale, establishing a lass intim-
idating thaugh na less commanding
presence. At the same tima, their
crafted precision and visual wit—
familiar from the “Folded Cicla,”
Unibalanced”™ serias that oocupied
the artist Ilwlng tha late 705 and

ies with larger sculptures, the
exhibition layout permitted
glimpses of the artist’s visual
reasnning processes.

Benton emarged in 1861 witha
solo exhibition at the California
Palace of the Legion of Honer in
San Franciseo. Mingling the artis-
tic premises of the 50s and '60s,
his wiorks were charged with a
hybrid complexity that made them

lnitaily difficult for oritics W clas- .

sify. While extending a beligl in
artistic intuition that drew on such
pre-Minimalist sculptors as Dawvid
Srmith and Jean Tinguely, Benton
also embraced some of Mini-
malism's exploration of basic cir-
cles, spheres, oylinders, cubes,
and squares. cralting sculpturas
that resembie slsekly finished
industrial objects. But instead of
supprassing freeform invention,
Benton mingled the playfulngss
of improvisation with the rigor
of reductive non-objactive form.
By the sarly 70s he was poking
at the szams of Minimalism's cubic
geometric configurations that
foreshadowed by roughly & decade
the questions raised by such mid-
"B0s artisis a3 Pater Halley and
Liz Lamer. Not afraid to under-
mine legic with the inexplicable

While creating what might be
called ultra-baroguz works, his
new images nanethaless haunt-
ingly acknowledge the legacy of
classicizm. Inherent in many of
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ws H central axis in ways that sparge, ense, and taut. Shooting Visual contradictions are every- Ben Tré becama enmaptured with

.. Coict copventional sculptural  shender vertical thrusts upward where. The nature of these struc-  cast glass in the 70s when ha
mpasitions, these works intro- toward small clustersd forms, tures—Itheir size, height, weight,  was a student at Portland State
molice the potential threat of mass  the sculptural drawings toy thickness, and strength—endows Univarsity in Oregon. Oppostuni-
shifting or moving in space. By dangerously with the eguation each sculpturs with & muscukarity, ties wera limited, but his attrac-
50 doing, they unfurl time as an between slegance and extinction,  contrasted by diffuse refracted tion to the unigue physicality of
immaterial yet weighty sculptural  constructing forms that fromcer-  light that emits an atmaospheric the material gahwanized him to
dimenston. With the exception of  tain angles seem to cut the air solemnity. Shadows appear natu-  develop what evolved as his con-
a few Steel Watercolor sculptures  with the precision of a razor’s rally from the depths of sach tribution to the cast-gless process,
that continue Benton's penchant edge. In such passages thesa glassy surface. Their transparent A crafisman and son of a crafis-
for painting various sculptural works whisper of the précious soft mirrorad glow tums their man, Ben Tré had workad with
components in gontrasting colors,  and painfully imperiled nature beefinass into poetic delicacy, almost every industrial material
muost of the new works are robst  of contemporary sculpture giving each piece a sense of and was drawn 10 industrial
in manochromatic ochre, sienna, Benton's sculptures construct masculinity and femininity, yin ubiects and their unigue shapes,
balance from conflict and dispro-  and yang all in one work. purposas, and methods of manu-
portion, unfolding tales of life’s Although three-dimensional, factura, At first, becausa be could
strugnles, compromises, and tem-  Ben Tré's works tend to have
porary solutions. Probing some twao views-—the front and back Left: Fletcher Benton, Plane
of sculptura’s most campelling baing the same, as are bath to Edge. 2 Balls, 1997. Stesl
riddies, Banton explores how sidas. With controlled orderli- with patina, 132 x 55 x 45 in.
sculptural mass can become a ness, his forms have a powerful Balow: Howard Ben Tré, Double
study of contour and fine, how archaic presence, much like Wrapped Form, 1998, Cast gless,
welght can become & synomym ancient stelae, altars, and lead, and patina, 57 x 18.5 x
for movemant and time, and columns 185 in.

how space can have as much
force as mass,
—{Loliette Chattogadlyay

Orange County Museum of Art _
In his 20-year retrospective al
the Orange County Mussum of
Art, Howard Ben Tré exhibited
g breathtaking selection of innoy-
alive sculptures, drawings, and
or gray, which lend unity, cohar- maguettes of individual freestand-

ence, and harmony. ing forms and public art. His ele-
Probably the mos! ramefied of gant work, which melds a sense
the new explorations of balance of timeless antiguity with modern

and imbalance, presence and
absence appear in the thin and
linear Straight-Up 10 and the
kindred Fole Drawing sculptures.
Rather than using mass to allude
to life’s instabilitiss, these works
rely safely on ling. In soms ways
the Fofe Drawing sculptures revis-
it the problem of the interrelation
batween flatness and dimension-
ality, exploring the nexus between
two- and thres-dimensional form
that appears in Benton's plarar,
cut-out Circleand Sguare works
of the ‘BOs. More geometrically
rigid, however, than thoss piaces
or the whimsical finesr sculptures
of sither Calder or Tinguely, these
hatky works convey a mood that is

sophistication, 1s monumental in
scale and yat delicately transiu-
cent, ioaking much like mysterious
ice castles that glow a silent yel-
low green.

Ben Tré's glass surfaces appear
palishad and smoath becaise
of his method of sandblasting
the work to soften the edges
and carve the glass into distinc
shapes. A closer inspection, how-
ever, revaals the stresses of the
imensa cast-glass process—
subtle iregularities, breaks in
the surface, slight shifts while
cooling, veins, and the inevitakle
roughness from having undergonse
enormous heat and months of
cooling.






