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“The Beast” And John Dunkley-Smith 

P.S.1 CONTEMPORARY ART CENTER 

With their decision to turn the big rambling shows at P.S.1 into thematic 
spectaculars, the administrators of that space have taken something of a risk 
for what amount to little more than PR reasons. It is easier to promote large 
group shows if they are arranged around a grand theme, no matter how 
specious. But the problem with such a tactic lies in the selection of the theme: 
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if that proves uninteresting or unworkable, there is no relief, or at least little 
relief, for the viewer, and less chance than usual of the kind of surprising 
discovery that has always been the reward for the trek out to Long Island City. 

The first of these mega-shows was called “The Beast.” Such a title sounded 
promising, but the promise was not kept. We were lead to expect something 
tough, the snarling wolf-head on the poster could mean no less—perhaps 
something surprisingly political, more likely an array of the psychological 
intensity of the “New Painting” (we will leave that question hanging this time). 
And indeed it was this last that was offered, but instead of anything remotely 
fearsome we were given a show calculated to delight pet-lovers and 
afficionados of art-school expressionism. Room after room, studio after studio 
was filled with the same sloppily painted cats and dogs. Inevitably there was 
some good work on view—Walter Robinson’s hilarious giant kitten and Robert 
Colescott’s dumb buffalo remain highlights in the memory—but the overall 
effect was of a numbing, overly fashion-conscious mediocrity. 

Against this muddy groundswell John Dunkley-Smith’s rather old-fashioned 
room installation stood out in stark relief. This was the sort of site-specific 
work that used to be very familiar to visitors to P.S.1, and it was perhaps that 
extra edge of nostalgia that made its particular clarity and intelligence so 
appealing in such a beastly context. The piece itself, of course, was all about 
context, a specific spatial context to be sure, but the wider ramifications were 
not to be missed. Drawing attention to the walls of a room within an institution 
inevitably draws attention to other walls in other rooms of that place. 

Opening the door to Dunkley-Smith’s room one was immediately assaulted by 
a bright light. Two steps in and it became apparent that the light came from a 
slide projector directed toward the door wall of a very small room. The room 
was dark, illuminated only by the slides, which changed with an even 
regularity. Aside from the projector there were few other objects in the room—
a table, a chair, something on the table. After one had adjusted one’s eyes to 
the light the pattern of the slide presentation became quickly evident: each 
wall of the room and the corridor outside had been photographed at 
systematically different exposures, so that the photographs ranged from too 
light to black. Thus, to the steady, metronomic beat of the projector, we 
examined each surface as it came to view and faded against the imperfect 
screen of a wall interrupted by an ever-opening and -closing door. 

It is a commonplace by now that this type of highly ordered but non-narrative 
presentation allows the structure of the piece, so quickly understood, to 
become almost invisible. Rather than drawing attention to itself, it works 



instead to generate a contemplative atmosphere. We are encouraged to relax 
and just look, and, in just looking, to reactivate our senses. A yearning for 
place was made manifest in the flaring and fading of the projected image. 
Strangely, in the midst of a tide of paintings supposedly involved in a 
recuperation of the sensual, the specific melancholy of this highly cerebral art 
was seen to have so much more body, so much more conviction. The animal 
paintings pastiche a yearning, a desire for identity; Dunkley Smith has found a 
way to express it. 

Victor Alzamora And Jennifer Bolande 

ARTISTS SPACE EXHIBITIONS 

Unlike P.S.1 and the New Museum, Artists Space has tended to steer clear of 
big thematic shows, preferring a more low-keyed approach. Obviously 
curatorial decisions are apparent in the monthly selections presented, but the 
shows are of a fairly loose sort that allows the art itself to take up its own 
position. As a result the weaker work often fails to attract enough attention to 
be remembered, disappears almost on viewing, while the stronger material 
(and it must be remembered that the artists showing here are at the beginning 
of their careers and so inevitably showing work that is not fully resolved) is 
given the time and space to enter the viewer’s eye and mind. 

Over the past year we have begun to see evidence, not just at Artists Space 
but also at White Columns and, more occasionally, at the Kitchen and at the 
Drawing Center, of a different sensibility from the dominant one of neo-
expressive, “personal” imagery. This other sensibility can be aligned to some 
extent with the practice of those artists (including myself) who show at Metro 
Pictures. Their practice has for the most part been taken as an aggressive 
argument on the intertwinings of elite and popular culture, of public and 
private representations—a meditation on the emptying-out of signification 
apparent as our society develops an ever more bland repressiveness and 
moves to stifle all possibility of dissent. But whereas their worktends to be big, 
loud, even strident, the newer activity is in a quieter vein. It is consciously 
tentative, consisting of small drawings and photographs which take a sidelong 
glance at peripheral information. The work has a stillness, one almost wants 
to say a refusal of focus, a quietude which is the modesty of intelligence. A 
partial listing of relevant artists might include John Miller, Mark Innerst, David 
Robbins, David Cabrera, Mike Ross, Victor Alzamora, Jennifer Bolande. . . . 
I’d best stop before the list becomes too important. 

https://www.artforum.com/print/reviews/198303/victor-alzamora-and-jennifer-bolande-65342


All this is as a prelude to the exhibition here, which included work by Alzamora 
and Bolande. Alzamora arranged 14 small paintings of different proportions in 
a line across the wall with one smaller painting of a target placed beneath 
them; in previous installations he has favored a more random, intuitive-looking 
arrangement. The individual paintings look as though they might be details of 
something else, murky corners and forgotten passages of other paintings. 
Styles and imagery (mostly abstract patterns, allover lines, and biomorphic 
shapes in drab colors) are mismatched in a deliberately skewed semiotics, a 
phony cataloguing that quietly but insistently prods at the belief systems that 
give permission to make art, and particularly to make painting. 

Getting a handle on Bolande’s work is more difficult—the sensibility at work is 
fugitive. In a small room, the selection of small photographs and drawings 
seemed at first maybe to be about something. All the pictures are unframed 
but one, the largest. Is it a key to the rest? It is a fairly large blowup of a 
newsprint photograph of a park or golf course at night, and indeed most of the 
other pictures seem to be of golf and golf courses, mostly at night under the 
strange glow of huge floodlights. Maybe some of the images are not of golf 
courses but of parkland—the lights make it impossible to tell. The crowds are 
clearly spectators, and some are definitely watching golfers; others may not 
be. And what of the rather schematic rendering of a ranch-style house, or the 
color photograph of a similar house? The photographs carry very little 
information, offer few clues. They are actually all blown-up details of magazine 
and newspaper illustrations, obscure corners of obscure images inflated until 
they begin to disintegrate into the dot pattern. The drawings are quickly 
brushed renderings of bushes and lights, quick blobs and slashes; they offer 
even less information than the photographs. The image collapses into the 
texture of the surface, a pattern of light and dark that represents little but 
suggests a great deal. 

—Thomas Lawson 
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