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Gerry Morehead 

THE CLOCKTOWER 

Two often contradictory tasks face any serious artist: to participate in a wide-
ranging discourse that includes the formal concerns identified as the realm of 
the esthetic and the more topical concerns that tie art to contemporary life, 
and thus to history (these latter are often dismissed by formalists as merely 
“sociological”); and to hoist an array of baffles to disturb that discourse and to 
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deflect the predations of those explainers who would too easily reduce the 
work to a package, a cipher of itself that can be used more conveniently as a 
token in the spectacle of cultural exchange. Gerry Morehead has always 
seemed highly conscious of this problem, producing a body of work which, 
over the years, has seemed apposite and yet oddly obscure. (As this review 
went to press a small exhibition of Morehead’s older work opened at the 
Kitchen.) Morehead is of a generation that has found renewed interest in 
paint, not so much because of its material qualities as because of its role as a 
culturally laden medium of representation. His paintings abound in references 
to art and to the world beyond art, some of which are quite specific, others 
more generalized; a certain kind of narrative is implied, a narrative of 
explanation, but it remains no more than an implication. 

In this show Morehead exhibited seven smallish canvases. Each of five of 
these was dominated by a single image dissolving into many incidental details 
and rebuses, which often seem dictated as much by the interior logic of the 
work as by the originating image. The remaining two canvases were blank, 
white from an uninflected gesso surface. In a sense functioning as no more 
than a rhythmic device within the specifics of this installation, these two 
paintings nevertheless provided a key to the show as a whole, for their 
presence served as a sign of the artist’s self-consciousness, a clue to the 
viewer that all decisions in the show were to be understood as intentional. 
These white paintings are the tabula rasa from which sprang the others, and 
as such represent a beginning, but also acknowledge the end. 

While these two paintings, in context, indicate that Morehead intends to be 
understood as thinking about painting and representation in painting, the 
contextualization works both ways, with the five other canvases helping to 
suggest another, more sardonic reading. The imagery that animates these five 
is that of the marketplace, and in particular the exoticism of the Casbah. It is 
the market as spectacle in its crudest, most obvious form, the market that 
appeals to the tourist and the movie director. The imagery runs the gamut 
from rugs to drugs, from street urchins to old women, and it is presented as 
pastiche, referring not just to movies, but also to a range of art from Delacroix 
to Picasso to the formulaic products of Montmartre or Washington Square. 
Within this range of loaded information the blank paintings suddenly loom up 
again, unmistakable counters in another, equally spectacular, equally 
picturesque market—that of art. 

There is a sense in which Morehead’s work can be taken as being political, 
and it is the only sense in which art can be political and hope to succeed—and 
that is through the creation of a dialectic of meaning and the means by which 



meaning is expressed. Morehead’s art is political in the sense that it searches 
for the possibility of individual decision-making within a thoroughly 
conventionalized system, an unsystematic investigation of types of 
information, of imagery, and of codes. It is a discourse on limits and 
possibilities, an acknowledgement and celebration of uncertainty. 

 

Leon Golub 

SUSAN CALDWELL GALLERY 
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Thinking of politics in relation to Gerry Morehead’s work might seem unexpected, maybe even 

unwarranted, but the strength of the work lies in its ability to deflect one’s attention in such a 

way. Leon Golub’s work, on the other hand, insists that it be taken in only one way, as a political 

statement, and while that insistence is a source of charm, it is also the work’s greatest weakness. 

Golub’s recent paintings have an undeniable grandeur, a convincing simplicity of conception and 

execution. Working on a large scale he places huge figures against a dull red ground, his dry, 

scraped paint working curiously against the heroic quality this scale gives the grotesque realism 

of his drawing. His characters are ugly, unpleasant men and women, mostly lounging around, 

leering at each other and at us, only occasionally engaged in any identifiable activity. And even 

then, when they are clearly up to no good, there is an almost tangible detachment, a sense of 

boring old business as usual. Golub’s characters are clearly villains, and yet he presents them 

with a neutral sort of sympathy which encourages us, the viewers, to identify with them. This is 

an interesting twist on the procedures of most political art, which usually asks us to identify with 

the victims of oppression, but it is a twist with a point. Golub wants to implicate us, to remind us 

that somewhere down the line our prosperity is ensured by such agents of oppression—not 

perhaps in this country, but in the satellite states that buttress our economy. 

But if this were all Golub were doing his work would be no more than sophisticated posturing, 

and it is more than that. Golub makes it so by returning our attention to the esthetic context, for it 

is part of his intention to demonstrate that the discourse of culture can also become an agent of 

oppression. I believe this to be a healthy ambition, but it is one that must be addressed with more 

subtlety than Golub brings to bear. It is not sufficient to posit an identification of mercenaries 

and torturers with “American painting”—large scale, bold in color and design, informal (the 

paintings are unstretched), and thus somehow free. Golub wants us to acknowledge the 

connection between brute enforcement of ideological agreement and a subtler coercion, but by 

choosing the means of overstatement and oversimplification he repeats the error he would warn 

us of, browbeating us with his observations. 

In the end Golub’s convincing simplicity turns out to be too convincing, too straightforward. It is 

too much the textbook example, and as a result too easily dismissed as illustration. What has 

happened is that Golub has thought himself very carefully through an argument, but refused, or 

failed, to take it to its conclusion. The paintings thus have an expected look to them, the safety of 

well-applied logic. They betray too much faith in the conventions of painting, and are thus 

betrayed by them. Golub has come to understand that painting, or any part of cultural production, 

can be used repressively, but will not accept that he cannot therefore continue to use it in a 

straightforward manner without his meaning being distorted or dismissed. These paintings 

ultimately fail, then, but it is a grand and good-hearted failure. 

—Thomas Lawson 
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