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Group Material  

P.S.1 Contemporary Art Center  

One aspect of recent painting that has not yet been much discussed is its obsession with 

collecting, and with the display of such activity. It is not simply that the work is collectible, but 

that in its very structure it is concerned with collecting, with amassing a fortune of detail and 

information with which to dazzle us. Images and styles, materials and methods, clichés and 

quotations are piled dazzlingly on top of piles. These great collections are then spread across a 

great deal of space, and in as many galleries as can be arranged at once, so that we may admire 

their accumulated power. On the face of it the results are impressive, as all such shows of force 

are meant to be. But the impression soon sours, resistance builds, and discerning viewers begin 

to notice a certain hollowness to it all. 

Group Material has been addressing this empty rhetoric of property relations over the past few 

years, coordinating large group shows that purposefully downplay the value of individual 

contributions in favor of an interplay of ideas between theme and context. Their contribution to 

this winter’s broad-based action “Artists Call against US Intervention in Central America” was a 

display of collectibles, a display of power and ownership. Some of the commodities that were on 

show have directly enriched a few landowners and enslaved everyone else in the region—coffee, 

bananas, copper, cotton, tobacco. Others were more indirect, but equally devastating—the 

commodities of cultural exchange; art work of all kinds. There were satires from Honoré 

Daumier to George Grosz to Barbara Kruger, paintings of all kinds, up-to-the-minute 

contemporary art and dopey agitprop, documentary photographs and more arty ones, even 

appearances by Tina Modotti and Diego Rivera. Some of the art could be seen as liberating, 

some clearly was not. Some of it came through clean, some looked compromised. This unsettling 

contradiction was the point of the show; no answers were posited, the authority of any solution 

was shunned. Instead, Group Material took a variety of objects, ideas, and representations and 
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placed them together in such a way that they might begin a discourse on power as it has 

developed in a particular place. This context was provided by a red line that encircled the room 

at eye level, a line marked with dates when U.S. domination of the area reached a crisis and 

military action was taken, from Uruguay in 1868 to Grenada in 1983. Festooned with its 

commodities, the line was an image of the continuity of power, an enveloping image that was 

broken only intermittently. 

Those seeking exact correspondences between dates and display items would have been 

disappointed, for the evidence was put to a different use. A point-by-point demonstration would 

simply have been another accretion of power, another construction of influence. Group Material 

attempted something else, attempted to bring the viewer to an understanding that any 

accumulation of assets, be they dollars, arms, objects, or images, is necessarily accompanied by a 

need to dominate those with less; and that the politics on West Broadway are little different from 

those on Pennsylvania Avenue. 

James Brown  

Tony Shafrazi Gallery  

These paintings are so deliciously ripe that there’s a danger they’ll turn rotten. A perfect match 

of European touch and American brut, they reek of high fashion, and indeed, since this 

successful show, James Brown’s disdainful masks have peered at us from the pages of many a 

fashion spread. The decadence is palpable as once again the genuine life forces of the Other are 

tamed within the confined area of fine painting. This time primitive rhythms are spiced with 

street jive as the white boy steals something from black culture (again), and renders it piss 

elegant in the “sensitive” manner of the European schools. The work looks good, there is no 

denying it—but. 

I may seem unduly harsh; after all, Brown’s work is undeniably lightweight. But it is precisely 

its lightness that makes it so dangerous. The paintings have a kind of sexiness, but it is a petrified 

eroticism, prurient and yet aloof. It is the eroticism of distance that is pictured, the mystery of 

power, the distance of control. These works are formally and emotionally simple; they may not 

even know what they mean. But what they mean, what lies behind the blank cold eyes of 

Brown’s idols and masks, is an esthetic of power, the esthetic of fascism. 

This is obviously an extreme reaction to rather inconsequential work, but I am deeply troubled 

by something I sense nestling within it. That something is difficult to pinpoint—perhaps because 

it is barely formed, perhaps because it appears so ordinary. But it is that very ordinariness that is 

important, the ordinary way in which the work promotes an ideal image of perfection, an image 

that is sexy and yet sexless; male, but sadly, beautifully so. The work celebrates a banal servility 

before an inscrutable, mysterious power, the power of the pure man. In this it is deathly. It brings 

to mind, with an insistence that cannot be silenced, Leni Riefenstahl’s elegiac celebration of the 

death-haunted Nuba, the tribe who sought to rid themselves of imperfections through bloodshed, 

who shunned women as not only the source of impurity but also the source of weakness. 
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—Thomas Lawson 
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