
 

 

PRINT MAY 1981 

Jack Bush 

ANDRE EMMERICH GALLERY 

One looks at the work of certain established artists to learn about respectable 
taste. The careless drips and angry spatters of their early work sometimes 
freeze, in their later work, into affectation, solidify as decor. Looking at such 
work is a lesson about the dangers, to an artist, of too much artistic civility, of 
growing old too gracefully. 

Jack Bush grew old far too gracefully. He was never a great painter to begin 
with, though he was a competent one, who knew what had to be done at a 
certain time, and did it. But he never had the nerve to push that knowledge or 
stretch that ability, and as a result his later paintings, some of which were in 
this show, fail to attract, let alone hold our interest. In avoiding risks, he also 
side-stepped the possibility of making art. 

Pale, brushy fields of thinned paint, often just shy, of the edges of the canvas, 
enlivened by a handful of colorful shapes: this is the sum of Bush’s offering. 
The shapes sometimes have an eccentric geometry to them; often they are 
simply single brush strokes. Bush allowed himself risks only with color and 
contrast, selecting combinations which might seem unusual, perhaps even 
unacceptable by some standards. But how quickly such innovations grow 
small and unadventurous—too constrained and well-mannered to really count. 
It was Bush’s misfortune to emerge at the end of a tradition, to inherit the job 
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of tidying up loose ends. He can be commended for his thoroughness, but 
time passes, and respectable, right-thinking art is not enough. 

 

 

Katherine Porter 

DAVID MCKEE GALLERY 
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For some time, remedies to keep the dynamics of abstract painting alive have been devised to 

counter the sterility of a problem-solving formalism, like that practiced by Bush. One such 

remedy, and one that has been attracting a lot of attention again recently, is the attempt to infuse 

the work (by which is meant both labor and product) with a sense of personal urgency. This 

means a return to romanticism and the belief that somehow the manipulation of inert matter can 

represent the emotional state of the artist doing the manipulating. In effect, this solution is like 

chasing one sort of conservatism with another. The newer sort carries a very different, if often 

unacknowledged, subtext, however: implicit in the revival of an Expressionist strategy is a sturdy 

individualism that fits the political climate of the day, which may in part explain the success of 

work which parades nostalgic academicism with such pride. 

Painters like Katherine Porter give us work that uses the strategies of modernist painting, while 

conveniently forgetting to include the hard kernel of radical thought at the center of that practice. 

The early modernists made art to make people think: provocative, questioning art. The latter day 

academics who borrow the styles of these artists, whether in a Constructivist or Expressionist 

mode, negate this heritage by presenting self-referential, introspective work, that is accessible to 

the viewer only on the level of sensation. If it feels good, who cares if it means anything? 

Like so many artists of this kind, Porter is content to smear the entrails of an eviscerated 

modernism across her oversized canvas, hoping that the mere spectacle of commitment will be 

enough to make her work convincing. Her motifs are simple circles and spirals, which form a 

borrowed iconography that has acquired a range of meanings, stretching from spiritualism to 

feminism, but which here only hovers uncertainly in a private, hermetically sealed region of the 

artist’s imagination. 

Porter’s method appears equally simple, though in fact it is not. The work looks direct, as though 

painted with speed and urgency, yet the colors are mixed, often downright murky. The bravura 

brushwork, and its use as a device to elicit a visceral response, recalls the work of Philip Guston. 

But this is Guston in a self-indulgent mood, Guston without wit, without savagery. The spark is 

lost, and we are left with eddies of muddy colors presented as solemn exercises in looking 

important. 

Hans Haacke 

JOHN WEBER GALLERY 

Although based on a much tougher view of the responsibilities inherent in 
making art, Hans Haacke’s latest work unfortunately betrays a similar 
pomposity, a desire to be taken seriously, but a refusal to dig beneath the 
surface of an appropriate look. The trouble seems to be that he has established 
himself as a political artist of some importance, but is now content to relax in 
the glow of an all-encompassing irony. 
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Haacke’s work this time is about the Mobil Corporation, a wryly 
humorous exposé of the double talk the oil company uses in its famous 
advertising campaigns, which are designed to persuade middle-income 
newspaper readers that the company’s business policies are in their best 
interests. The major piece in this show comprises an enlarged reproduction of 
a Mobil share divided into sections, each one containing short statements that 
justify a number of the company’s less honorable practices. Written in the 
sugary style that Herbert Schmertz has perfected, the statements take the 
point of view of a rather innocent small shareholder. One cannot quarrel with 
the general drift of Haacke’s approach, but its lack of effectiveness is 
appalling. The thinking remains superficial, the presentation facile. Haacke 
relies heavily on the ironic mode, and that mode seems strangely 
compromised right now. It permits, all too easily, the amused dismissal of 
serious thought. If we accept that the purpose of avant-garde art is to point out 
contradictions in current beliefs, be they social or esthetic, the problem here is 
that the contradictions are already quite well-known and accepted, are 
themselves today part of the currency of received ideas. Public disbelief in any 
kind of institution is now considered normal, and cynicism is prevalent 
enough to be understood as a modernist form of sentimentality, an easy way of 
avoiding any unpleasant, though necessary, confrontation. 

It is this defusion which makes Haacke’s new work seem tame, even 
decorative. Any educated person can understand the intention behind it, so 
there is a certain thrill to be enjoyed. But with no harm done, the thrill 
remains a mere amusement. 

 

 



 
 

David Salle 

MARY BOONE GALLERY | CHELSEA 

Wherever you look there seems to be a loss of critical energy, a blind contentment with the status 

quo. The situation is bad, but the only response seems to be an irresponsible retreat into a self-

delusionary nostalgia. The malaise is widespread. I could be talking about politics: I’m talking 

about art. 
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So what is a young artist committed to the idea of making significant art supposed to do? How 

can art destabilize conventional thought when the critical procedures validated by modernism—

the distancing techniques of abstraction, manipulation of scale, and irony—seem worn out? One 

possibility is to follow a strategy of infiltration, to use established conventions against 

themselves, gaining access to a position of trust only to confound it. 

David Salle has been working in this way for some time now. He makes tremendously stylish 

paintings, paintings which are sophisticated enough to look good in the most elegant of rooms. 

His choice and juxtaposition of color is brilliant—pale, stained fields, highlighted with bright, 

contrasting lines that have the look of high fashion. Yet his chosen imagery is emotionally and 

intellectually disturbing. Most often his subjects are objectified women. At best these 

representations of women are cursory and off-hand; at worst they are brutal and disfigured. His 

women are made ridiculous or ugly through juxtapositions with containerlike objects, such as 

furniture. These juxtapositions disturb on a deeper level than one might at first imagine. 

Salle’s work is seductive, but obscure, and it is its obscurity that is its source of strength. We are 

primed to understand his work metaphorically, but the metaphors refuse to gel the way we expect 

them to. Meaning is intimated, but finally withheld. It appears to be on the surface, but as soon as 

it is approached it disappears, provoking the viewer into a deeper examination of prejudices 

bound inextricably within the conventional representations which express them. 

This is true of Salle’s best work. His latest paintings proved to be a bit of a disappointment, 

because of a (temporary?) victory of style over content. The paintings looked more impressive 

than ever, but the clash of imagery was much cruder and more simple-minded. Gone was the 

disorienting unfolding of contradictory layers of meaning. The central metaphor revolved around 

the matching of naked women with tubular furniture, and it just kept revolving, going nowhere. 

The work is as visually aggressive as ever, but one hopes Salle has not forgotten why that 

aggressiveness is important. 



 

Eric Fischl 

EDWARD THORP GALLERY 

Eric Fischl shares Salle’s ambition to make art that makes a difference. Art which acknowledges 

its debt to the past, but is not intimidated by it. Though he is not as angry as Salle, his work has 

its fair share of malice, sharpened with a mordant wit which gains immeasurably from the acuity 

of Fischl’s observations of ordinary behavior. His main area of concentration is suburban life, 

within the realist tradition most often thought appropriate to depicting it. 
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A typical work of his is Gals from the Office, a painting in which meanings and methods abut 

one another, by turns enhancing each other and cancelling each other out. The painting, of four 

women and a dog in water, is executed in a style of careless realism which Fischl manages to 

locate at the exact point between pastiche and ineptitude. Just by looking at the surface of a 

painting like this, one becomes confused by its abrupt and unexplained disturbances. This 

unsettling is furthered by the strangeness of the composition—an old-fashioned sounding issue 

made relevant again because of the apparent realism of the work. Three of the women are seated, 

part submerged in the clear, shallow water. They are ordinary looking. The fourth one, who has a 

more conventionally good figure, stands back, further into the water: she might be beautiful, but 

we cannot tell because the painting is cropped so that she appears headless. A range of narrative 

and psychological possibilities are set in motion, but left suspended. And they are confounded as 

well by the specter of a hunting dog, with bird in mouth, splashing out of some very dark, stormy 

looking water at the top of the picture. Expectations are raised, but situations are left unresolved, 

so that we are left in a state of morbid anxiety. 

Like a good soap opera, the painting is loaded with possibilities, and executed with an economy 

which invests little value in virtuosity. The comparison is important, for it indicates that Fischl is 

concerned with a great deal more than a couple of esthetic issues. 

Robin Winters 

MARY BOONE GALLERY | CHELSEA 

ROBIN WINTERS is as disrespectful as Fischl and Salle in pursuit of unsettling differences. He 

can almost be charged with being too consistent in his inconsistency. Winters sees himself as a 

joker, engaged in a humorous, off-hand terrorism aimed at causing fissures and cracks in the 

ideological constraints which deny us the freedom we like to think we enjoy. As it suits him, he 

is by turns performer, impresario, writer, painter and sculptor. Defiantly, he is not any one thing. 

but whatever he does becomes an anarchic obsession, a disruption. 

His sensibility of excess is given form by the skimpiest of means. Endless little physiognomic 

drawings appear on scraps of cheap paper: a funny, rather touching typology. There is a series of 

portraits, painted on plaster He has helped to organize vaguely political, sprawling group theme 

shows which are presented in unusual locations. And he creates paintings which make fun of that 

male myth-making, European tradition best exemplified by Picasso. 

A great deal of Winters’ work can be too easily dismissed as a continuation of neo-Dada activity, 

as antiart with a smiling face. So his decision to show paintings in a conventional gallery is a 

welcome one, for the shift of context allows his critical methodology a wider scope. Just as his 

many fringe projects throw a certain light on the commercial art market, so his participation in 

that market now throws a skeptical light on the more naive assumptions of that other activity. 

The paradoxical coexistence of the publicly funded outlaw and the market-conscious producer 

allows Winters to transcend his self-appointed role as joker, as purveyor of attitude. He can 

begin to seriously address the esthetic and political contradictions at the heart of art-world 

practice. 
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— Thomas Lawson 
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