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We are living in the 215t century
already. You read it here first. 1
stumbled on the news while won-
,dering why nobody bandies the
" words fin de sitcle any more. That
phrase with an odor of apocalypti-
cally tinged decadence was nfe a
decade ago. OF course! Leave it to
the 20th century to rush the festi-
val of its own demise like kids
ripping open their presents before
Christmas. To be 20th century
was to be too quick in all things,
leaping to conclusions that
promptly evanesced. Now we are
making new kinds of mistakes,
don't you think? (I mean, besides
wailing for something that has al-
ready happened.) We won't go
into it today. This is the 21st cen-
tury, with all the time-in the
world.

So the 1980s were the last de-
cade of the former century. They
were a period of ripeness that pro-
ceeded 1o rottenness with the
speed of a time-lapse film. Where
they could overthrow political re-
gimes, they did; clsewhere they
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overthrew optimism. In the an
world, which became unusually
keyed into the world at large,
many of us found the speed ex-
hilarating for a while, then sicken-
ing. When decadence goes deca-
dent, it becomes something you
hate to think of. Today the *80s
are inf: for a mass poisoning
of society by variously tainted
money. But in art the decade be-
gan promisingly with keen efforts
to revalue, suffer, and enjoy a cen-
tury’s accumulation of broken
dreatns. It saw phantasmagorias
built from plundered wrecks of
utopias, with a rainbow of atti-
tudes from stonchearted pedantry
to wild, faint hopes of last-ditch
emption.

vid Salle made the definitive
MNew York artworks of the early,
better part of the "80s. His fero-
ciously inventive paintings did ev-
erything that was needed, and
nothing that was unneeded, to
model the epoch's hungry self-
consciousness. The pictures were
one-man democracics of images
drawn from many times and lev-
els of culture, filtered through a
sensibility whose strange hostility
murmured of hurt feelings. The
images (including objects, tech-
niques, colors, styles, whole gram-
mars of meaning) were convened
in the field of the New York
School big painting, Abstract Ex-
pressionism’s heroic machine for
harmonizing selfhood with the
music of the spheres. Salle com-

mandeered the machine as a pro-
cessing plant at the end of
everything.

Some of Salle's early-"80s works
were better than others, but the
weakest had something and the
strongest were riddled with fail-
ure. That stood 1o reason. Things
had 1o fail, in terms of values they
once served, to qualify for Salle’s
lexicon. For instance, women had
to fail as Woman, a romantic ide-
al. That Salle’s female-nude im-
ages suggested misogyny damned
him for those who did not care
that his rage amounted to a con-
fession: his dream, his nightmare,
his hopeless vengeance. The quali-
fication was trivial if, as some
held, the personal is political
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ambition and has not developed
another. His show at Gagosian of
quite good paintings and iffy
sculp painted-b i
whatnot assemblages that seem to
me more trouble than they are
worth) is so drained of juice either
personal or culiural that it crum-
bles at a memtal touch. His con-
current show at Mary Boone—
comprising a 1982 classic, Autop-
sy, and three 1983 painting-con-
structions along with a couple of
pleasantly frazzled new pictures—
gives a contrasting W of the
old, sulfurous Salle elixir.
Having learned a lot from Salle
about the zombie science of ani-
mating dead aesthetic qualities, |
could make a case for the “Early

Others, including me, ¢
in Salle’s defense that everything
is potentially aesthetic. We argued
for the amoral license of the aes-
thetic as a realm where only truth
(including true falsity or sincere
insincerily, not 1o mention au-
thentic weirdness) counts. We
lost. The 21st century is wall-to-
wall moralistic.

Salle started 1o lose when he
had 1o justify his share of an "80s
style of success that came between
artists and whatever they had
done to earn it. He figured he
could serve both a living art cul-
ture and the rootless constituen-
cy—a castle on clouds of vanity—
of thie "80s rich. But the rich of the
"B0s didn't just use art; they used
it up. Salle exhausted his initial

Product Pai ".a series at
Gagosian that recycles 1960s-style
recyclings of 1950s magazine ad-
vertising. The advertised products
tun to liquor, cigarettes, and

Be the new paintings either as
good or as bad as is humanly con®
ceivable, their game comes 1o the
same thing: over. in any way that
5 important bevond the canvas
edges. They don't do cultural
work that needs doing. They ap-
ply lessons of carly-"80s image
consciousness thar have been ab-
sorbed as thoroughly as. say. Bar-
bara Kruger's cpochal texi-box-
on-photograph graphic devices.
Nor does Salle’s current work con-
vey any personal necessity more
urgent than a drive 10 keep paint-
ing. There is no shame in that,
but here 15 an artist who once
cheerfully risked destroying paint-
ing by his manner of saving il
That audacity. fueled by obscure
but infectious furies, has given
way 1o essenuially academic tin-
kering with big-painting
conventions.

For the old edginess. consult
fatopsy: a beautiful long canvas
of pulsaling geometric design—
excruciatingly poised between ex-

alting and ridiculing high-mod-
ernist abstraction—that abuls a
canvas bearing the photograph of
a naked woman who sits distract-
edly on a rumpled bed while wear-
ing white paper cones on her head
and breasts. The fusion of hyper-
sophisticated aesthetics and
goofy. seamy erotic play still
shocks. It mounts a swing-bar-
reled assaull on any decorum or
decency, either artistic or social,
that wanders within range. 11 15 2
work of absolute willfulness and.
at the same time, of candid self-
abandon: the artist’s heart, such
as it is. laid bare. There is a sense
of overfllowing creative energy
with lots more where it came
from.
_The 1983 painting-construc-
tions al Boone are moody and
clenched in feeling: Cane, a dark
grisaille picture of an upside-
down nude with. in the middle of
it, a literal shelf supporting a glass
of water in which rests the rubber-
tipped- end of a walking cane:
Man in a Hat, whose eponymous
subject broods behind a snarl of
[soiled copper tubing; and Ugly
Deaf Face, whose title is lettered
on the image of a heavy-featured
face of indeterminate sex. with
four small dime-store world
globes dangling in fromt of it
These modestly sized works pro-
ject a big scale, both physically
ard emotionally, They affect me
with an enigmatic sense of fear
and loathing suggesting awful
childhood secrets. | think they are
permanent objects, which will
never not haunt. d
Salle can't rewind the world and
himself 1o that giddy peak, as
gone now as the 20th century's

sweets, evoking a virtual
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of addictions. (Sex is soft-pedaled.
This is a kinder, gentler Salle))
Done in a wizard variety of
techniques and insinuating pastel
colors, the pictures bid to be
addictive themselves. Playing ap-
pearances of collage against facts
of painting, they are suavely origi-
nal. (People who see in them only
imitation James Rosenquist have
not truly looked at Rosenquist's
work, 1o begin with.) A case for
them is there to be made. It's just
that no verdict in the case can
matter as much as it ought to.

c
sitcle. Just to survive it would be
a rare feat for him—as for anyone
else likewise blessed and cursed
by an an culture where early suc-
cess, more often than not, is a
cage locked inside and out and
thrown off a bridge. What hap-
pens next for Salle will depend on
his ability and courage 1o lock at
himself. His gifis give him a tre-
mendous potential for putling
into public aesthetic play widely
and darkly shared feclings and in-
tuitions: soul stuff. Those gifts are
worth rooting for. | |
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