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Geometry and
its Discontents
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Since the origing of nonobjective
Cubisim, Futurism and Constructiv-
ism in Europe, abstract painters have
emploved geometric structuring in
their work as a0 means of locating its
relationship to the surrounding cul-
ture, With post-War American ab-
straction this sensibility became es-
pecially acute. (One cannot view a
Kenneth Noland flatly stained chewv-
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ron painting of the early 1960s, for
example, without seeing in il the ex-
pansionist optimism that charged the
air during John Kennedy's presiden-
cy. How, then, are we to respond to
the vared ways in which contempo-
rary American artists are now ad.
dressing painting 1ssues through the
predetermined language of geomel-
ric abstraction? The texi that follows
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The pluralism
represented by this

new generation of artists
is certainly refreshing,
escaping any moniker

as conventent as

the “neo-Geo” tag

that critics bestowed upon
their 1980s predecessors.
As we slip from the last
decade to this one,

what is emerging

IS G growing sense

of primacy, as expressed
throwugh an increased
attention paid to material
concerns as well as to

the emotional drive
behind the work.

looks at eight representatives of this
movemenl All approach their work
notl i terms of appropriation or nos-
talgia, but with a spirit that responds
to the current cultural climate.

Gary Lang’s [reehand grids and tar-
rels are surprisingly painterly, load-
ed with color and exuberant energy.
In the square format. Lang's work
initially resembles overdetermined



madras plaid. In
tonde, it looks
more like a tortu-
ous test for color-
blindness, But nei-
ther of these de-
scriptions does jus
tice to the persanal
and emotive quali-
ties that Lang's
paintings contain,
orto the ominously
disturbing pres-
ence these works
assert as their self
canceling color
schemes are
viewed over [ime.,

Using commercial sign paint in afl
its straight-from-the-can permuta-
tions. Lang builds his paintings one
stripe al a lime. Overlapping lat-
ees are conztructed in an intui-
tively methodical manner, selfcon-
gclously "cheerful”™ in their palette.

In immediate reading, (he disamy-
ing simplicity of Lang's paintings
seems 1o lake off from the canoni-
cal example of Piet Mandrian’s
Breadway Boogie Weogie. Ex-
eculed near the end of the artist’s
lifie i the early 19405, the piece was
informed by his then recent mave
from Eurcpe 1o New York In this
work Mondrian celebrated New
York as a Jazz-age matrix of color,
shape and soundl Likewise, Lang's
overactive paintings herald the ani
mated hiveliness of the modern
cityscape, serving as metaphorical
signage for the shared mewopolitan
expericice.

Representing a more coolly caleu-
lated approach are Michael Scotl’s
nec-Op Art stripe paintings, Ex-
ecuted mechanistically, Scott's
warks consist of hard-edged vertical
pinstripe black bands applied onto
primed  mat white honeycomb
aluminum grounds, The way in
which the paintings are physically
made is in no way manifestly appar-
ent. As sueh, the westural presence of
the maker is eoldly distanced from
the viewer,

Further alienation is induced by the
actual viewing experience: the paint-
ings are so manically hyperoptic that
they are literally difficult to look at.
Faced with one such painting. this
viewer [ound himself seeing a pulsat-

ing moire pattern at the center of his
feld of vision and rushes of prismatic
color atits peripheries. While Scotr's
work may be plotted in a rigarously
formal manner, in its viewing il be-
comes wildly active, even psychoac-
Live,

A pat response to this work would
be that — like the mid-1980s work of
Ross Bleckner and Philip Taaffe —
Scott is appropriating a motif from Op
An as 4 way of ironically resuscitat.
ing a"dead” art higtorical movement.
It's true, no doubt, that the configura-
tions and execution of Scott’s paint-
ings borrows heavily from the tropes
of the onginal Op movement, those
of pattern painters of the 18960< such
a% Hridget Riley and Victor Vasarely,
Yet that's a little too easy, Scoll's
work has a valid primacy of its own,
troublingly elfective in its severe
emotional detachmenit.

Mary Heilmann, the oldest of the
artisis being discussed here, brings
an unexpected vouthful playvfulness

| David Row, Hemoge to the Quden of Hearts,

1M, oif and wax on canvas, 4854 ine John
Crovoed Canallery, New York

Kichmond Burton, Cme, 190, ail oo linen,
1= 48 In. Mutthew Marks Ine., New York,
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to her work. Over the last few years
she has concerned herselfl with the
manner in which geometry can be
rendered gesturally, humanistically.
Heilmann builds up her canvases in
thin washes of primary colors, always
keeping her iconographic terms to
the absolute minimum. In fact, her fi-
nal compositions are often arrived al
through a negation of what's under-

ple, but jt gels
its real charge
by playing off
the already es-
tablished
minimalist strat-
egies of artists
such as Brice
Marden  and
Niele Toroni.

in her recent
show at New
York's Pat
Hearn Gallery,
Heilmann used
the installation
lo openly attack
the prevalent at-
titude of paint-
ing-as-rarefied-
object. The gal-
lery, known lor
its sparse insial-
lations, was
used instead as
A container for a
freely hung
show thal ac-
commaodated a
large number of
works in all
shapes and
sizes. Viewers
did not know
whether to look
at the works individually or collec-
tively, And the paintings. although
consisten! with one another in con-
ception and execution, displaved a
daringly eclectic set of pictorial ideas.
Many emploved tricky formats,
shaped canvases which served not
only lo determine the gpeomelric
scliema within but made explicit the
role of the streteher bars and canvas

cultural notions of beauty and gender
in relation to the painting-making ac-
tivity, Weatherford makes medium-
Lo large-seale square-format warks in
which a photosilksereened image is
incised with a centered targel motif,
Often a stereotypically "feminine”
photographic image is superimposed
by silkscreen on top of a decisively
“masculine” hard-edged geometric
target. This double entendre gives
the work an edgy quality that belies
its initial readings of beauty and el
EEANCe,

In a recent series shown al the Mare
Jancou Gallerie in Zurich, Weather-
ford adopted the opera Swan Lake as
her subject. She had a photographer
take a picture of swan feathers
seemingly floating through space.
This image was enlarged into a silk-
screen {he size of the capvas and
need as a commen leitmaotif between
the paintings. In each, a differing de-
gree of hardedged geometry would
show through the image. Wealher-
ford chose colors in the silver and
black range lo further the graphic
reading of the work and to play off the
photographic nature of the painting’s
source. In all, the imagery remains
tautly flat, like a once-removed
Gireenbergian allover field,

The choice of the targel motif is cer-
tainly an art historically loaded one,
invoking comparisons to Jasper
Johns and Kenneth Noland. While
Weatherford’s serial usage of silk-
screened photograph as a painterly
device recalls Andy Warhol and Rob-
ert Rauschenberg. Yel, In distinction
from the highly-visible group of
1980s painters thal preceded her
(Sherrie Levine, Mike Bidlo, Julle
Wachtel, e1 al.), Weatherford ciles

Michael Scon, Cutitled #23, 1990, enagmel on aluminum, 15192 in: Tony Shafrae Gallery, New York.

neath. Her imagery — evaking read-
ings of: squares floating on fields; ir-
regular flagstones; climbing helixes;
or flags of yetundiscovered nations
— is often defined by a single milky
sheet of paint. This methodology
may at first appear disarmingly sim-
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as a physical support structure.
Throughout, Heilmann displayed
gestural freedom without ever losing
a tightness of purpose,

In her work Mary Weatherford.
more than Heilmann. is openly con-
cerned with questioning pre-existing

her historical sources gently, in a
manner that is not openly appropria-
tive. Weatherford's reading of art
history-as-text is an intentionally
skewed misreading. calling into
doubt the power-structures that
those images so readily recall.



Mary Heilmang, S Craely, 1991, oil on canves, 5042 in. Pa
Hearn Gallery, New Yarl.

Richmond Burton is more con-
cerned with the literalization of meta-
phor. His “thought plane” series is an
overt investigation into the mechan-
ies of painting-making. These works
treat their own physical working
methodology as directlv analogous to
the painter's thought process. The
wooden support structures for these
single- and multipane] pieces serve as
a rigid architecture, from which the
final configuration 1% determined.
Striped] bands of black paint are de-
seribed by swings of a compass from
focal points located either at the im-
age's center, orat its perimeters. The
wootlen blocks from which the com-
pass tirms are made are left attached,
the linal works presenting them-
selves as selfdetermining machines.
The resulting stripes are the width of
a single wide brush separated by thin
areas of raw canvas — a structure
that draws immediate comparison to
Frank Stella’s black paintings of the
late 1950s.

But where Stella emploved this de-
vice as a kKind of dead-end seli-de-
scribing tautology, in Burton's case
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the format relates more directly 1o
the body-specific aspect of the paint-
ing activity, the compass ares serving
as mimetic surrogates for the propor-
lional reach of a painter’s army: they
are mappings of the physical process
through which all abstract paintings
are mare,

As with Burton's imagery, David
Dupuis’ mazelike constructions fore-
mosl describe the provess of their
own making. Using gel painting me-
divm, Dupuis attaches thin strips of
paper directly to the canvas' surface,
achicving a tactile bas-relief effect,
The resulting configurations — lke 5
vulnerably human form of die casting
— range in mood from freely antic to
oppressively claustrophobic. The pa-
per and canvas surface is then further
activated by Dupuis’ use of flashe
paint, a mat waterbase paint that is
brushed on or fingerpainted in suc-
cessive translucent lavers. A distine-
tive pure white surface light results,
variable and seemingly undulating,

Like Jasper Johns' use of encaustic,
for Dupuis this methodology allows a
way ol achieving painterly resulls
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Dravid Dupuls, Untitled, 1991, paper and flashe on canvas. T2x60 m. Clarisss
Dadrymple, New York.

while preserving the material inleg-
rity of the work’s own making, Like
Philip Taalffe's mid-1980s collage us-
age ol Op-nspired geometry, Dupuis
employs paper as a hard-edged (em-
plate against which he counterpoises
amaore painterly touch: mtionality pil-
ted against the ineffable forces of ho-
man emotion.

Stephen Westfall's flat grid con-
structions and neo-Suprematist dia-
mond configurations also reveal a
quiel pathos, their imagery resting
with discomfiture upon the achieve-
ments of Modernism. Painted in
toned-down variants of primary
colors, his characteristic grid paint-
ings never quite line up straight, as if
they have slipped from a perfect Pla-
tonic condition to one that accepls
the doubts and failures of the mod-
ernist program. Like the writing of
samuel Beckett, they caphure a senise
ol hopelessness through an austerity
ol terms. These paintings are not
cvnical or ironical; they are lovingly
painted in thin layers, the hard-edged
geametry not achieved with masking
tipes Taual by a hiand that shows meticu-
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lows and halting selfrestraint

More free-spiriled are Westlall's
tdinmond series, in which the square
canvas ig literally turned on end to
become a diamand, This format de-
termined, the free-floating shapes
contained seem to spin off one an-
other, let loose from the confines of
conventional rectilinear rigor.
Throughout his work, Westfall has
determined a hermetic self-referen-
tial language that. viewed over time.
asserts a selFnegating logic prone
to visual pun, As with Westfall,
David Row's work plays off a
viewer's pre-established ex-
pectations of what a geomet-
rie painting should “leok Tike,"
His recent show at John Good Gal-
lery in New York was ambitiously
conceived and executed, comprised
of lnrge-scale waorks made up of mul-
tiple intersecting rectangular panels.
Here Row's work shared an attitude
with his antecedents Ellsworth Kelly
and Frank Stella: that abstract painl-
ings can operate at a scale and with a
visual impact that relates them di-
rectly o the popular culture experi-
ence. As such, they transgress freely
trom rarefied tradition,

Gary Lang, Peeforated and Awareness, 1991, acrvlie on canvas, 48048 in, Mictael Blen
I, MWew Yaork
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These works, with Stephen Westfall, The Sensieal World,
LT N TR0, ol on canvas, 85«85 |n.
their lush painty Daniel Newhury Gallery, New York.

acid-colored sur-
faces, were de-
marcated by
gesturally
aweep-
0 og

Arcs
a n d
mono-
lithic rectan:

rles. As con-
figurations, these
can be read as en-
largements and ex-
trapolations of shapes in-

troduced
in the art-
ist's earlier,
more formally
restrained works.
Row's paintitgs have
golten consistently
less quiet over tme, as
evidenced by his current
high-key palette and can-de-
no-wrong confident paint han-
dling. For Row, sheer conviction
has subsumed the role of content,
the paintings asserting themselves
most strongly through their height-
ened physicality.

The pluralism represented by this
new generation of artists is certainly
refreshing, escaping any moniker as
convenient as the “neo-Geo” tag that
critics bestowed upon their 1980s
predecessors. This new crop 1s
clearly more free-associational in its
use of art historical quolation, openly
borrowing withoul geting hung up
on the notion of the past record as a
sacred texl.

As we slip from the last decade o
this one, what is emerging is a grow
ing sense of primacy, as expressed
through an increased attention paid
to material concerns as well as to the
emotional drive behind the work. As
the decade progresses, perhaps a
sense of shared ideology will more
clearly coalesce, It's an exditing pos-
sibility.

John Limeser 15 a New York-based painter
anil writer, |
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