Abstract Painting in Los
Angeles
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BLUSTER by Michael Kindred Kright 104cm < 104em
acnylic on canvas 2017
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counaesy of the artist and Luis De Jesus Gallery
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n Los Angeles, California, June turned out to be a great month to

see abstract painting. Two of the most influential painters to have

emerged from Southern California since World War 11 had quietly

beautiful exhibitions: Frederick Hammersely (1919-2009), from

April 26 to June 24 at L A, Louver Gallery in Venice and Karl
Benjamin (1925-2012) from May 20 to July 8 at Louis Stern Fine Arts in West
Hollywood. A couple of younger painters, Michael Kindred Knight (b. 1977)
and Dion Johnson (b. 1975), exhibited their newest works in a pair of dazzling
solo shows, the first from June 3 to July 8 at Luis de Jesus Gallery in Culver
City and the second from June 4 to June 28 at Western Project at Werkartz in
downtown Los Angeles. Also downtown, paintings by Forrest Bess (1911-
1977} and Joan Snyder (b. 1940) were juxtaposed in an insightful two-artist
show from May 13 to June 24 at Parrasch Heijnen Gallery. The works by these
six painters provided a lively survey what can be done with simple materials—
paint on canvas or paper. More important, the concurrent exhibitions powerfully
demonstrated how basic elements—color and shape —still provide painters with
enough room to make them sing like nothing else out there.

One of the best things about the happy accident of these exhibitions
overlapping on the calendar is that it lets viewers see differences within
similarities. Using similar materials, similar tools, similar formats, and similar
approaches, each of these six artists has made abstract paintings with their own
feel and atmosphere, mood and meaning. The gestures and rhythms cach artist
has recorded and orchestrated in his or her own work produce experiences
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CHEMICAL CHORDS by Dion Johnson 101 Bom < 152 4cm acrykic on canvas 2017
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courtesy ol the artist and Westen Project
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Electrc Frost by Dion Johnson  101.8cm= 152 4cm acrylic oncanvas 2047
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courtesy of the armst and Westem Project
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RED PUFF ABOVE UNE by Joan Snyder 28 2cmx 36 8cm ink, pastel, glitter, and paint on paper 1968
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courtesy of the amnist and Parraseh Heynen Gallery

in viewers that are by turns joyous and harrowing, sensuous and cercbral,
pointblank and elusive, stunning and lovely. That range is impressive. It is
intensified by the stripped-down simplicity of each artist's embrace of abstract
painting's disciplined repertoire of materials and maneuvers.

The paradox, of finding great freedom within such limits, is especially
sharp in their straightforward works. It's even more poignant today, when so
much of modern life moves so swiftly that subtle differences disappear in the
rush to understand reality as an all-or-nothing opposition: a win-lose proposition
that can only comprehend things in absolute, black-and-white terms. divided
between good-and-bad, us-and-them, self-and-other. In contrast, the diverse
works by these six painters articulate a more complex relationship between
identity and difference. To sce their works together is to come to understand
two things: 1.) that superficial similarities blind us to the real differences; and, 2.
that such difterences need not be exaggerated so that they stand in opposition to
anything. Together, the paintings by these six artists form an eloquent argument
for civility—for not only living with differences (between paintings and people.
categories and abstractions) but for recognizing that such difference enrich

all of life, enhancing our capacity to perceive and expanding our ability to

understand.

Hammersley and Benjamin were friends, ever since 1959 when they
exhibited their hard-edged paintings alongside those by John McLaughlin
and Lorser Feitelson in "Four Abstract Classicists"at the Los Angeles County
Museum of Art. The legendary exhibition was organized by critic Jules
Langsner, who also coined the term "hard-edged abstraction"to deseribe the
precision, crispness. and clarity of the four painters' works. Today, it's a treat to
see "Frederick Hammersley: Paintings and Works on Paper” across town from
"Karl Benjamin: The Alphabet."Hammersley's exhibition, which [ reviewed in
another article in Gallery Magazine, features all manner of studies, experiments,
and sketchbook-style explorations—as well as photographs, dot-matrix prints,
watercolors, collages, and low-relief sculptures. The installation brings out the
intimacy of his signature series, his "Organic"and "Geometric"abstractions. In
contrast, Benjamin's exhibition zeroes in on a little-known series he painted
in 1964 and 1965. It includes 11 domestically scaled paintings, each of which
consists of two, three, or (in one instance) four colors that Benjamin has
composed in solid blocks so that they resemble—but do not exactly duplicate—

the letters of the English alphabet. The similarities Benjamin's compositions
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#40 by Karl Benjamin 106 7cm= 106 7cm ol on carvas 1965
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SGUISE by Dvon Johnson 182 9cm x
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courtesy of the artist and Western Pr

share with letters are less significant than is their relationship to architecture,
a point the artist playfully makes by the way he uses color: structurally, not
formally. The difference is small but significant. The colors of the blocky forms
in his rock-solid icons—all but two of which are, like our bodies, bilaterally
symmetrical—create great spatial ambiguity, their blunt forms pulling against
one another forcefully and physically. That physicality extends into the three-
dimensional space our bodies occupy, where we feel it in the solar plexus—well
before we can translate it into language.

In a sense, Hammersley's and Benjamin's exhibitions invite us to think
with our bodies as well as our minds. That's also true of the variously scaled
paintings that make up” Dion Johnson: Color Chords" and "Michael Kindred
Knight: Deep End.” Johnson's 12 super-saturated abstractions are built—Ilike
Benjamin's—on interruptions. Every square inch of every painting Johnson has
made over the last two years has been composed to accentuate and intensify
the physical shifts our bodies and minds feel as they jump from one space to
another, one color to another, one scale to another, one pattern to another. It's
something like shifting gears in a high-performance automobile, only smoother
and swifter and, when you stand back and take in the complex rhythms that
Johnson has orchestrated, defined by a kind of simultaneity that is not possible
in race cars, whose engines have gears that must be moved through sequentially.
Too ambitious and sophisticated for such linear machinations, Johnson's HD
paintings—particularly his wall-size whoppers—set your eyes free to careen
and to ricochet, to slide and to glide, to slip and to shimmy, every which way,
all at once. The dance is not random. But you have to be pretty quick on your
feet—and intellectually athletic—to keep up with the freewheeling festivities
his paintings unleash.

Where Johnson keeps handmade brushstrokes out of the picture—all
the better to accelerate the pulse and throb of his sashaying shapes—Knight
builds his compositions out of nothing but brushstrokes. In his hands, however,
brushstrokes are not what they used to be. Rather than expressing the painter's

inner sentiments, energetically and aggressively, Knight's brushstrokes
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PINK PLATFORM / SOFT CLOUD by Joan Snyder 29 2cm x 36 Bem
pastel and spray paint on paper 1968

B HZMAR L Porasch Heilnen @2t
courtesy of the anist and Parrasch Heijnen Gallery
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#43 by Karl Benjamin 64 Bem < 129 5cm ol on canvas 1965
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TIME TRAVELLER by Dion Johnson 152 4cm =304 Bcm acryfic on carwas 2016
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counesy of the artist and Western Project

26 GALLERY MAGAZINE



HWERMT - MM CXEINo. 18y WIS
UNTITLED NO 18 by Forrest Bess 23 Som« 29 8¢m od on canvas 1952

K H Parrasch Heynen @IDIRH
courntesy of Parrasch Heijnen Gallery

open up space, softly and subtly. Calm and casual, like the curved shapes
in Hammersley's organic abstractions, they make room for stillness. Almost
always oriented vertically, like the spines of books snugly abutted on shelves—
and occasionally leaning, at rakish angles, against their neighbors—Knight's
blocky brushstrokes do not have the presence of weighty objects so much as
they embody the expansiveness of the open spaces in landscape paintings
what we often think of as "negative space”, as the "emptiness” between things.
His wonderfully understated paintings make such nothingness palpable and
present, positive and potent. To stand before his gentle pictures of nothing in
particular is to feel as if you are face-to-face with the airy atmosphere above the
horizon line, within arm’s reach of the endlessness beyond that.

"Forrest Bess/Joan Snyder" similarly brings distant things into contact
with onc another. In the first gallery hang 10 little paintings Snyder made in
1967 and 1968 on pages unceremoniously torn from a spiral sketchbook. In
the second gallery hang 14 compact oils Bess painted on canvas and Masonite
in the 1940s, 50s and 60s. They have lots in common. Both are intimate.
Both are ambitious. And both are abstract but not purely so. Hints of imagery
occasionally appear, along with the suggestion of spatial depth. Scale is

ambiguous—shifting from cellular to cosmic, and back. Color counts for both
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UNTITLED (RAINBOW WITH ARC) by Forrest Bess 25 dem = 30 2cm ol on carvas
M K & Parrasch Heijnen @GR

countesy of Parrasch Haijnen Gallery

artists—particularly when solid chunks of pink and blue, red and black, or
brown and white—grind together. Compositions, riven by internal tensions,
keep harmony and resolution out of the picture.

Snyder's works on paper, made of spray paint, pastel, pencil, charcoal and
marking pens, suggest that no single material—or approach to mark making—
has the capacity to capture the complexity of reality. Masterpicces of possibility.
her elusive abstractions make a virtue of keeping one’s options open. Bess's
dense compositions move in the opposite direction. With one foot firmly
planted in the reality we see with our eyes and the other firmly planted in the
reality our souls sense, his stubborn pictures strive to hold both together. Some,
like "Mandala™ ,"Untitled (Pink Moon)" and "The Noble Carbunkle" succeed,
making it seem that square pegs sometimes fit in round holes. Others, like
"Family Group" ,"Untitled No. 6" and "Untitled (Rainbow with Arc)" intimate
that the world is out of sync with itself—and that there may be no hope for
repair. much less redemption.

As always, looking closely—and thinking deeply—is its own reward.
In June. in Los Angeles, those activities paid off in spades. The fortuitous
confluence of five exhibitions compounded the pleasure and made for a month

that might be unforgettable. @
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