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WASHINGTON, D.C.

Catching up with
Morris Louis

The 1976-77 season in Washington openéd g
with a Morris Louis retrospective exhibiti

at the National Gallery of Ant (through Jab=
uary 9). It was, in a way, a fitting and
overdue tribute to the painter who work
here in isolation throughout the 1950s &
up to his death by lung cancer in 1962. bus
was the first solo show ever granted

by a Washington museuin. ¥

tragically abbreviated mature career, is b
no means a major retrospective to mat
those held in several large museums
the world during the intervening years. It
in a sense a bit of catching up by the N:
tional Gallery, which was conceived as
exhibition hall for old master paindng? :
which waited until very nearly the el

decade of the 20th century to acknow

the existence of any first-class mo@ - VE

painting other than Picasso’s. . —,§
The show is, however, something mcE 3

than just that. The choice of Louis as TEgEg"

first painter born in this century to be givea&ghy

bne-man show in the National Gallery's
main exhibition galleries was not haphazard
and not the result of local chauvinism. It
represents a considered judgment on the par
of E. A. Carmean, the National's contem-
porary curator, about the history of modern
painting, a judgment in the familiar for-
malist esthetic as refined by Clement
Gireenberg. Louis® art, as Carmean says,
was “‘essentially about color,"* and because
of this his painting is situated in the inner
circle, perhaps in the center of this particular
pantheon. As the opening date for the Na-
tional Gallery’s new East Wing building ap-
proaches (now scheduled for fall 1978), this
judgment has some fairly clear, potentially
disturbing implications for the 20th-century
collecting policies of the museum: formalist
critenia, stringently applied, tend to be pre-

sumptuously narrow. It is perhaps grounds
for encouragement to note that next year's
installment in the National's 20th-century
series will focus close-up on a few key
themes in the work of Joseph Cornell, a fas-
cinating odd-man-out in formalist or other
schematic histories of modern art.

Paradoxically, when viewed in the con-
text of Washington, the Louis'show has the
cffect not of celebrating the achievements of
the Washington Color School, but of calling
attention to the long-festering factional dis-
putauions, the claims and counterclaims
about quality and who did what first, among
carly members of this school. By focusing
solely on Louis, Carmean implies that the
other achievements were after—or what's
worse, lesser than— those of his main man.
In this he’s being true to history in one
sense, for Louis and Kenneth Noland indeed
gaincd the lion's share of critical, curatorial
and commercial attention in the decade and
a half since the **magic moment'* of the
color school occurred in Washington. The
reputations and careers of several excellent
painters—Howard Mehring and Thomas
Downing being the more obvious exam-
ples— have been adversely affected by this
fixation on Louis and Noland. The wnole
business of the color school desperately
fcca: <orting out. Yet another Louis show
has again retarded the process.

The show is very beautiful. Louis" paint-
ings are beautiful and Carmean is a prac-
ticed judge of them. Louis tended to work a
single motif in serial variations during the
foreshortened period of his mastery. Car-
mean follows the chronology of these series
with excellent examples from the veil paint-
ings, the “‘florals,"* the *‘unfurleds,”” and
the stripes. He introduces along the way a
minor and very pretty surprise in the form of
3" column’’ painting, a lucid vertical green

parating two equal areas of white

unprimed canvas. Carmean also presents

convincing evidence that Louis intended

that a painting called Equaror (diagonal
°



A stripes, upper left comer to lower right) b:

hung a la Mondrian as a diamond, thus ma}
ing the stripes horizontal and enhancing th ‘
picture’s command of space. However, thi®
painting is hung as a square in accordanca?
with convention and the wishes of the col f
lector who loaned it for the show. 53
The National’s show ratifies received jp:
terpretations of Louis’ artin several ways, (3
is hung in close proximity to Helen F 5
thaler's Mountains and Sea (on log%
from the antist), which implies that the stocy3
of Louis’ and Noland's 1953 conversioq i 3
the presence of this painting is the wbo'lg
truth. Actually, Carmean knows that Logi "i
sources are much more complex, as hey
demonstrates in the catalogue. Carmegn®
also starts the show with Salient, g -‘i
painting done in the intense period of ex28
perimentation during 1954. Salient," Y 4
Carmean notes, is more accomplished thag ¥
others among these carly stain works, -an
he asserts that here **we are in the presencs
of Louis’ mature paintings.’* Nonethelesgl
Louis went through his well-known ret hbf_'
to other procedures during the follo
three years. Salient, hung in the same roont
with two majestic veils done later, after b Lv
had resumed pouring and staining t!u
layers of color into the canvas, looks hesig
tant and tentative by comparison. This;
suggests to me that Louis reached self”
confident maturity in 1958, not 1954, -'
phasizing the earlier dazc is useful to estab,
lish Louis’ credentials as a technical 3
stylistic innovator, but it makes 100 much ¢f 3
the fact. Again, our entire view of the stylis=%8
tic and expressive achievements of o 3
painters working in Washington at the tim
has suffered as a result. 2
These are the kind of arguments one
always get into with formalist history an
criticism, with its built-in overemphasis @
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technical innovation and the solution, of
purely pictorial problems. Formalism as &3
way of viewing art has an alarming tendency
to leave out just what is most absorbing ¥#
the art. So, toc, with Louis, the hero of color
and literal flatness. I have a feeling ";
Louis’ paintings are substantial enough 058
outlast interpretive sGuaoties. If so, then ¥39
say that Louis’ art is “*essentially abouks
color™ will come to secem a non sequitur2)
describing the obvious but telling you pext
to nothing that you really want to know. o8

The Corcoran Gallery of Art opened thety
season on a semi-adventurous note Witl}
**Five Plus One,"" an exhibition consisting%
of chief curator Jane Livingston's ideas 0f5
the better among lesser-known talents ig
Washington. Livingston and the Corcorai
pluckily went all-out for the six artists, pro
ducing a handsome 100-page catalogue fag
the **Five"" and a calendar-catalogue fg&
Claudia de Monte who, because her art iy
volves direct viewer participation more thafl

Vem

it does objectmaking, gets separate treat-
ment as the **Plus One."’

There is something strained about most
new-talent shows. Often, as here, the shows
are scheduled before the talent is discov-
ered. This adds a show-must-go-on anxiety
to the usual risk of rolling dice with the fu-
wre. which can prove the curators to have
hoen misguided. Livingston's roll of the
Jice produced a show-biz dud but an in-
teresting, intense and, as always, uneven
exhibition. ’

The only other generalization to make is
that there is an aura of extreme privacy
about the show—at times one feels like an
uninvited guest viewing the residue of some
compulsive private ritual. The degree to
which this private activity produces ex-
traordinary art is, as always, a moot point. It
happens here, perhaps, in the case of Alex
Castro, whose large, heavy graphite draw-
ings of minimal-looking circular forms on
paper are displayed upon the floor, where
they were rubbed on hands and knees. Cas-
tro's paperworks successfully embody op-
posite physical properties— weighty lead
on light-weight surface, light reflection sur-
rounded by light absorption, the initial
asachine-perfect appearance contrasting
with the final hand-scribed feel—and in the
end they seem both personal and tradition-
al-oriental rather than impersonal and
industrial-occidental. Whether the two
works shown are enough to build an art upon
remains to be seen.

Castro shares a reductive vocabulary and

introversion with Daniel Brush and Jane M. -

Dow. Brush labors with large unprimed,
vanized canvases, drawing thousands of
monochromatic parallel horizontal lines
from left to right—the left edge flush, the
right edge uneven, its extent apparently de-
termined less by formal considerations than

' by some interior rthythm of the artist's.

Oddly, in view of Brush's obvious prece-
dents (the color school is there, Irwin, Sull,
others), his paintings are not very pretty.
Their low-key sensual appeal is counterbal-
.~ v=d by an almost frightening underlying
wiensity, a sort of high-pitched nervous-
ness. This iacet of his art is even more ap-
parent after one reads in Livingston's fas-
cinating catalogue interview of his monk-
like working habits. There is a severely re-
ductive, monastic quality to the work and
working habits of Dow, too, only here the
precedents are different, running more to
the Mondrian orbit. Her work is exploratory
and uneven, but convinces you that she is
promising in a most serious way.

After such honed-down, almost hard-to-
find, intemalized art, the huge color-filled
canvases of David Headley come as a bright
relief. Headley is a very persuasive colorist
and he picks his way knowledgeably
through wide-ranging sources (Still, New-
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man, Vasarely and Louis come immediately
to mind) but it is the energy and intensity of_
his search for synthesis and not lhe"
achievement of it that impresses. The light-
, filled paintings of Ann Purcell, alone among
these artists in pursuing a complex, paint-
erly style, are a delightful sensual explosion,
in this context. Again, she is uneven, but,
filled with talent, and her cbullient uuck
charms even as it fails to convince that shc,is‘_
fully in command of her own authoritativeg
vision. <

I=T5¢ Monte's art involves direct vieweg

participation in an unusual, novelisu'(.: wayy
de Monte herself being the prougomst' nd
the viewer being at once spectator and mindg
character in the unfinished plot. Her p i ndl:
pal piece involves trading — viewers are 104
vited to trade something from their lives f o
some artifact from hers, thus setting Up. &
unpredictable and potentially limitless &
quence of social interchanges. The fact §
the story itself is real, and that some Ael1iy
though undramatic interference is a‘lled‘
on the part of the viewer, accounts in IATEg
measure for the sometimes grating, o
times poignant cffectiveness of this pieces
The other parts of her exhibit, (which is &
astrously installed inside an enormous Lo
coran space where intimacy is called for)s
including a scyuence of boring photo,

of the artist (a tall, beautiful woman)
ing aftention on City streets and a
of tawdry mail-order items inscribed
**Claudia,”* add something to the whole b
have small presence in themselves.
—Beuavn F




