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No matter what one may think of it, “neo-Expressionist” painting has become the dominant
mode of art production on both sides of the Atlantic. Studios and art schools everywhere are
once again dirty with the traces of much frenzied paint throwing. As a convenient label “neo-
Expressionism” is the most popular because the least specific, but when considering this kind of
work | think it important to separate out artists who may be less interested in reviving an
expressionist ethos than in using a look for a variety of more or less interesting ends—artists one
might want to identify as “pseudo-Expressionists.” This distinction aside, however, the
expressionist style will be with us a while.

But as the style has spread it has become clear that it is most often merely a style, and a
carelessly understood one at that. Despite the rhetoric of authenticity that has been developed to
surround and support them, few of the paintings do more than maintain appearances. The style’s
speed has already overtaken it, and the paintings we have seen this year by new establishment
stars like Sandro Chia, Enzo Cucchi, and Julian Schnabel, not to mention their countless
dedicated followers, look dated and somehow beside the point. And in the meantime, further
diminishing the style’s long-term chances, the only concerted attempt to give it intellectual
credibility, Achille Bonita Oliva’s “Transavantgarde” theory, has become an apologia for
provincialism. This should perhaps not be so surprising, since any definition of provincialism
would include an overeager engagement with last year’s fashion. Which is all a rather
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roundabout way of saying that we are now in a position to begin looking more closely at specific
works and artists freed from the hot polemics of “the new.”

One group desperately in need of such reevaluation is that of the “violent painters” from Berlin,
and Helmut Middendorf’s recent show provides a useful starting point. The main question is
whether the work is to be understood as “neo” or “pseudo.” Middendorf never appeared to be
one of the strongest of these painters, but it is often easier to discern the essentials of an idea in
minor work. The Berlin paintings are fast, simplified, overscaled (American-scaled?) renditions
of one or two Expressionist tropes used to depict single figures and figure groups that are usually
meant to have something to do with Berlin’s nightlife—typically club scenes, sex scenes, street
scenes, the occasional paranoid visions of ax murderers, and so on. Middendorf’s contribution
has been a sad young man alone in a dark city street, and, more recently, large clusters of
clownish faces gazing with apprehension into the gallery as though fearful of what they might
have to look upon next. Middendorf’s signature is a dry midnight blue, the kind of color
guaranteed to evoke an automatic response. But his repertory of imagery and effect is too limited
to sustain itself. If the melancholy of the work is genuine, its repetition dilutes it; if there is an
element of mockery in the work, it suffers a lack of wit (there is certainly none of the wry self-
awareness evident in an earlier “pseudo-expressionist” if failed painting like Duchamp’s Sad
Young Man on a Train, 1911). It comes across as merely ridiculous, sentimental, and blue, oh so
blue.

As it first appeared over here this work, and that of the other Berliners, seemed interesting
because it seemed to address issues of authenticity and authorship through its exaggerated use of
the clichés of personal expression and, in a more limited way, through its preference for working
collaboratively. However, whatever rigor there was in this seems with hindsight to have been
imposed by the intervention of the viewer and critic, and not to reside in the work. It now
appears likely that these painters were, and continue to be, sincere in the dopiest, least self-
reflexive way possible. They are neither “neo” nor “pseudo” anything, simply lucky enough to
stumble on something so dumb it had to be taken as smart, at least at first sight. In this their work
seems analogous to a great deal of rock music, coming on strong and simple, with a speed and
aggression that carries all before it until it is time to make the follow-up—at which time the
packaging turns stale, overproduced, and pretentious. The fast lane runs from uncomfortable
rebellion to easy comfort.
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DAVID SALLE, Mary Boone Gallery:

David Salle's paintings look lusher
than before. The painted grounds of his
canvases remain cinematic—smooth,
thin stains that resemble projections—
but they are more richly, even luridly
pigmented. On the right panel of Paint-

fascination has become more Iiterary,
concerned with finding or losing the
moral of the story.

A combine painting called Black Bra
sports one dangling at the tip of a
wooden pole, and lest the jest seem 100
2Zéro de Conduite, it has an art-hi
coda in the form of a depicled bowl of
apples derived from a Cézanne still life,
Fleisch Art, 1982, is a nude, less in need
of ion. The title of the latter work

ing for ENi, for i , the
face and straining neck of a woman are
drawn over a deep, indigo purple, while
the left panel consists of a large daisy
awkwardly chiseled into light wood, a
concoction that Is both bluntly simple
and characteristically disingenuous
Post-existential eroticized angst and the
emotional naiveté of stylistic awkward-
ness are Salle’s dominant motifs. The
recent work in this show shows adventur-
ousness and increased confidence with
materials; it was, all in all, a break-
through with mixed blessings.

All but five of these thirteen works were
executed in the first two months of 1983,
suggesting (among other things) that

is incorporated in the painting, Salle
uses words and objects more frequently
and with greater aplomb here than be-
fore, and while his puns, verbal satires,
and titles are now acute and speedy. the
combines are the slickes! yet most inert
of these new works. Globes offer some of
the world's best instant graphics and are
thus a natural addition to Salle’s visual
inventory. but the four little ones hanging
oﬂthe!rontolDea!UglyFacectears

ical. The an-historical spoofs such as
Black Bra seem merely designed to
offend some of the more easily offended
sensibilities, and seem therefore time-
killing dalliances. Salle’s efficacy as an
irritant is well established and anno-
tated. Attimes it is also a potent provoca-
tion to visual thinking. The “Zeitgeist
Paintings" and a few others here recon-
firm Salle’s dual position as sharpest
thinker and Peck's Bad Boy among his

peers.
—LISA LIEBMANN

HELMUT MIDDENDORF, Bonlow Gal-
lery; RICHARD BOSMAN, Brooke
Alexander Gallery; FRANCESCO
CLEMENTE, Sperone Westwater Gal-
lery and Mary Boone Gallery:

HELMUT MIDDENDORF
No manev what one may think of it,

stagnant cong: is
part of Salle's strategy, but his actions

h require hing of his in-
tellectual, rather than just graphic, pres-
ence.

Salle has been emphasizing the idea The four “Zeitgeist Paintings.” 1982,
and pace of "production.” This prog are grand improvi eachkeyedby
is peculiarl P 1o his adi d meoopoﬂunmeslo riff g i

pocwﬂal Ideology 1o compress, decom-

press, and thereby neutralize the con-
notative values in imagery. He has ex-
punged the psychological quease that
makes many of his previous female
nudes disquieting. and is now bracket-
ing. quoting. and categorizing his trou-
bleshooting episodes. A year ago | sug-
gested that Salle’s fascination was the
issue of self-betrayal—of finding or los-
ing the setf—but this no longer seems to
bethe case. He seems for the moment to
have chosen the role of rogue, and his

ust” painting has be-
come lhe dominant mode of an produc-
tion on both sides of the Atlantic. Studios
and art schools everywhere are once
again dirty with the traces of much fren-
zied paint throwing. As a convenient
label “neo-Expressionism™ is the most

y pro-

vided by the letters ¢, u n, and L Each
letter prompts intricate “stream of con-
sciousness” drawings on each of the
paintings’ top panels (one of which bears
likenesses of Spencer Tracy and Bella
Abzug). and slower-paced dissection
studies of nudes and self-p be-

lar b the least specific, but
Mnen considering this kind of work I think
it important to separate out artists who
may be less interested in reviving an
expressionist ethos than in using a look
for a variety of more or less interesting
ends—amsts one mughl want 1o identity
ists.” This dis-

low. They are Salle's most complex,
most spontaneous, least glib, and most
impressive paintings to date. The

of hisartis ially
narranve (or at any rate postnarrative),
saturning, sentimental, and psycholog-

undion aside, howevev. the expression-
ist style will be with us a while.

But as the style has spread it has be-
come clear that it is most often merely a
style, and a carelessly understood one at
that. Despite the rhetoric of authenticity
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that has been developed 10 surround
and support them, few of the paintings
do more than mainlain appearances
The style’s speed has already overtaken
it. and the paintings we have seen this
year by new establishment stars like
Sandro Chia, Enzo Cucchi, and Julian
Schnabel, not to mention their countless
dedicated followers, ook dated and
somehow beside the point. And in the
meantime, further diminishing the style's
long-term chances, the only concerted
anempt to give it inteliectual credibility,
Achille Bonita Oliva’s "Transavant-
garde” theory, has bocome an apologia
for provincialism. This should perhaps
not be o surprising, since any cefinition
of provincialism would include an over-
eager engagement with last year's
fashion. Which is all a rather roundabout
way of saying that we are now in a posi-
tion to begin looking more closely at
specific works and artists freed from the
hot polemics of “the new

One group desperately in need of
such reevaluation is that of the “violent
painters” from Berlin, and Helmut Mid-
dendort's recent show provides a uselul
starting point. The main question is
whether the work is to be understood as
"neo” or “pseudo.” Middendorf never
appeared 1o be one of the strongest of
these painters, but it is often easier 10
discern the essentials of an idea in minor
work, The Berlin paintings are fast, sim-
plified, overscaled (American-scaled?)
renditions of one of two Expressionist
tropes used to depict single figures and
figure groups that are usually meant to
have something to do with Berlin's night-
life—typically club scenes, sex scenes,
street scenes, the occasional paranoid
visions of ax murderers, and so on, Mid-

dendort's contribution has been a sad
young man alone in a dark city street,
and, more recently, large clusters of
clownish faces gazing with apprehen-
sion into the gallery as though fearful of
what they might have to lock upon next
Midgdendort’s signature is a dry midmght
blue, the kind of color guaranteed to
evoke an avtomatic response. But his
repertory of imagery and effect is 0o
limstad 1o sustain itself If the melancholy
of the work |s genuine, its repetition di-
lutes 1. if there 15 an element of mockery
inthe work, it suffers a lack of wit (there is
cenainly none of the wry self-awareness
evident in an earlier “pseudo-expres-
siomist” if failed painting like Duchamp's
Sad Young Man on a Train, 1911). It
comes across as merely ridiculous, sen-
timental, and blve. oh 5o biue

As it first appeared over here this work.
and that of the other Berliners, seemed
interesting because It seemed 10
address issues of authenticy and au-
thorship through its exaggerated use of
the clichés of personal expression and,
in a more limited way, through its prefer-
ence for working collaboratively, How-
ever, whatever rigor there was in this
seems with hindsight 1o have been im-
posed by the intervention of the viewer
and critic. and not to reside in the work. It
now appears likely that these painters
were, and continue to be, sincere in the
dopiest, least self-reflexive way possi-
ble. They are neither “neo™ nor “pseudo
anything, simply lucky enough to stum-
ble on something so dumb it had to be
taken as smart, at least at first sight, In
this their work seems analogous 10 &
great deal of rock music, coming on
strong and simple, with a speed and
aggression that carries all before it until

itis time to make the follow-up—at which
time the packaging turns stale, overpro-
duced, and pretentious. The fast lane
runs from uncomfortable rebellion to
easy comfort

RICHARD BOSMAN

Richard Bosman presents a some-
what similar problem. Another painter
who looked hot when he first appeared,
Bosman has so far been unable to de-
velop his starting position into anything
more substantial than a good beginning
He has fallen victim to that familiar syn-
drome: one big hit followed by too many,
100 similar remakes. Three years ago the
comy violence he favored in both image
and handling seemed timely, exactly
keyed to pressing issues centenng on
the debate about appropriation (itselt
suffering from a repeater problem). For a
while Bosman, ike the Berlin painters
seemed 10 be concemed with interven-
ing inthat debate. His use of comic-book
pictures and a patently borrowed, au-
thentically inauthenlic painting style
placed him firmly within the “pseudo
rather than “neo™ camp. The paintings
looked highly romantic yet cynical. The
stories they told, too-familiar melo-
dramas of love, death. and detectives,
were presented in a painting style which
matched their degraded heroism

The new paintings look the same, if a
little larger, and that is the problem
There is no evidence in the new work of a
continuing dialectic. A stasis has been
reached, an understanding accom-
plisned. Perhaps as a resuit of some
complicity between the earlier paintings
and their critical reception, the work has
solidified into a mannerism, a barely
CcoNsCious repetition of proven formulas.

Worse, mstead of thinking about what he
paints or why he paints, Bosman has
been concentrating on how he paints
The new paintings are much smoother
than the earlier work, the awkwargness
of flailing limbs and torn faces is lost.
and what could ence be undersiood as a
defamiliarizing device ("bad” painting)
now seems much less exact, perhaps
nothing more interesting than a kind of
sloveniiness

What has happened is that the paint-
ings have been reduced to stylized re-
petitions of their precursors. The detec-
tives and hoods become emblematic not
of the aspirations our culture, in high and
low forms. invests incharismatic heroes,
but of their already known existence as
Bosman's trademarked production
They have ceased being the means
through which Bosman advances his an
and have become talismans that identify
il and sotake it over. The most emblemat-
i of these new paintings iliustrates the
point only too well: a chase. two figures
acvance, butthey are frozen into an awk-
ward, relieflike immobility, suspended
in @ bright red field of brushstrokes, of
bloody repetitions mirroring the col-
lapse of art into production, practice into
product, work into 1S representation

FRANCESCO CLEMENTE

Francesco Clemente’s double show
presented a different sor of problem, for
the difficulty here was not that he has
been content 1o stand stll but that in
seeking 1o develop his position he has
chosen the wrong move. These two ill-
conceived installations were by another
antist who falls into the trap of overpro-
duction, but who makes a virtue of his
handicap. turning his fecundity into a

Richard Bosman

Brooke Alexander Gallery

Richard Bosman presents a somewhat similar problem. Another painter who looked hot when he
first appeared, Bosman has so far been unable to develop his starting position into anything more
substantial than a good beginning. He has fallen victim to that familiar syndrome: one big hit
followed by too many, too similar remakes. Three years ago the corny violence he favored in
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both image and handling seemed timely, exactly keyed to pressing issues centering on the debate
about appropriation (itself suffering from a repeater problem). For a while Bosman, like the
Berlin painters, seemed to be concerned with intervening in that debate. His use of comic-book
pictures and a patently borrowed, authentically inauthentic painting style placed him firmly
within the “pseudo” rather than “neo” camp. The paintings looked highly romantic yet cynical.
The stories they told, too-familiar melodramas of love, death, and detectives, were presented in a
painting style which matched their degraded heroism.

The new paintings look the same, if a little larger, and that is the problem. There is no evidence
in the new work of a continuing dialectic. A stasis has been reached, an understanding
accomplished. Perhaps as a result of some complicity between the earlier paintings and their
critical reception, the work has solidified into a mannerism, a barely conscious repetition of
proven formulas.Worse, instead of thinking about what he paints or why he paints, Bosman has
been concentrating on how he paints. The new paintings are much smoother than the earlier
work, the awkwardness of flailing limbs and torn faces is lost, and what could once be
understood as a defamiliarizing device (“bad” painting) now seems much less exact, perhaps
nothing more interesting than a kind of slovenliness.

What has happened is that the paintings have been reduced to stylized repetitions of their
precursors. The detectives and hoods become emblematic not of the aspirations our culture, in
high and low forms, invests in charismatic heroes, but of their already known existence as
Bosman’s trademarked production. They have ceased being the means through which Bosman
advances his art and have become talismans that identify it and so take it over. The most
emblematic of these new paintings illustrates the point only too well: a chase; two figures
advance, but they are frozen into an awkward, relieflike immobility, suspended in a bright red
field of brushstrokes, of bloody repetitions mirroring the collapse of art into production, practice
into product, work into its representation.

Francesco Clemente

Sperone Westwater Gallery and Mary Boone Gallery

Francesco Clemente’s double show presented a different sort of problem, for the difficulty here
was not that he has been content to stand still but that in seeking to develop his position he has
chosen the wrong move. These two ill-conceived installations were by another artist who falls
into the trap of overproduction, but who makes a virtue of his handicap, turning his fecundity
into a thematic root around which an ever-expanding body of work can grow. And this body of
work is nothing less than a protean discourse on the body, particularly the male body; a
metamorphosis of the physical into a graceful, diaphanous state of near immateriality.

At its best Clemente’s work is an investigation of a fractured self, a self ambivalent about its
acknowledged desire to dominate. To the extent that that self proves to be an elegant little
princeling with an unusually avid appetite for the polymorphous perverse and only a self-
congratulatory self-consciousness, the work’s merit is to be intolerable, What these pictures of
endless penetrations and languid stares, of the enraptured fascination with self, accomplish is that
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the sexualized gaze of the male is deflected from its object and internalized in an ambiguous
narcissism. The work then serves as a broken mirror showing the (male) viewer a deeper
structure of the quest for power. This is work about territory and subjugation—pissing and
penetration—a display of force in the guise of creativity. There is a possessiveness here that, in
its indiscriminate overproduction, disdains possessions in favor of a continuum of power. The
work succeeds in direct relationship to the degree to which it, or what it conveys, is intolerable,
and is intolerable only when it takes the risks of an attenuated dandyism and claims authority
through impermanence and dispersal.

And so the new paintings must be judged failures because they are too obvious, too physical.
This is made particularly clear by the unhappy conjunction of these shows with Julian Schnabel’s
second exposition this season of heavy paintings which, in their unimaginative way, seek to
dominate through the inordinate display of material alone. Clemente’s paintings here are
shockingly clumsy; we have come to expect a greater finesse, a more subtle nuance. And they
are clumsy not only in themselves, but in their presentation, relying overmuch on their context
within the installation—which again seems too obvious a way to make a small thing large, to
expand a territorial claim.

—Thomas Lawson
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second exposition this season of heavy
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way, seek to dominate through the in-
ordinate display of material alone.
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ly clumsy, we have come 10 expect a
greater finesse, a more subtle nuance.
And they are clumsy not only in them-
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BERND AND HILLA BECHER, Son-
nabend Gallery: JOHN HEJDUK,
Max Protetch Gallery:

BERND AND HILLA BECHER
Winding towers are conveying
machines—industrial structures used to

fact. But it also tends toward hallucina-
tion, for the rhythm of form played
against repeated form, of similarities sa-
lient through differences, and of obdu-
rate structure opposing stylistic grada-
tions links these images in an over-
arching ellipse. They defeat the super-
ficiality of style by the immanence of
structural form

The Bechers occupy an Impoertant
nodal position within a texture of differ-
entdicections. On one hand, their work is
an example of the intrusion of the photo-

ghout the open
plenlesdmemup.down around,
and through in a carefully staged sen-
suous trajectory, Projects like the Devil’s
Brigge. 1981, and the series of masques
patterned on theatrical processionals
extend these implications, they are both
mles doveloplng Omagnmyms and

g Exposition 8 11
Competmon for the reconstruction oi
Berlin. In the manner of allegorists,
appeal is made 10 a precedent, recuper-
ating it for the present period: *. . _as it
was necessary for the highly rational-
pragmatic city of 15th-century Venice to
create masques . . . foritstime inorder to
function,” we are told in one of the exhi-
bited notes, “it would appear that we of
our time must creale masques (prog-
rams????) for our times.” The twenty-
odd drawings surrounding the pristine
model are precise 3/16-inch scale
derings of a poetic ption easily
translated into physical form, just as the
masque is meant for the peopie of Berlin,
s0 it is designed for a specific site lo-
cated near the Wall. Each of the 28 ele-
ments is multiply conceived. A narrow
steel watch tower functions as an
observatory, allowing the solitary ob-
server to survey the surround, but it also
serves as a metaphysical tool, aligning
one existentially. A ciocklower, with its

naratives.
The Retreat House, 1980, for example,
isa "rural Masque” dos-gmd!o«asmgle
3 spare
located on plains by hill and sea and
furnished with minimal utilities, Bul

meta! g moving from 12 up to 12,
down ho 12 and on, presents a "double”
way of seeing time. Bookstalls, a lottery
woman, an arbitration hall, a pantomime
theater, and a maze are among the differ-
ent elements arranged within the site,
mch in their interrelations. suggest the

these wlilities are not Iy al
With the kind of “objective” Iocus com-

I of the city. And
throughout the drawings are figures who

7
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