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Artists Embrace Sleight of Hand to Turn Viewers' Focus Inward

May 28, 2005
By Kenneth Baker

Swanson at Marx: How to make a painting look contemporary with a world frantic with motion, in which even images dance? 

Bay Area painter William Swanson has one solution, as we see in his recent work at Heather Marx Gallery. Every lick of style he borrows has a kind of time stamp in the viewer's mind. 

Swanson's "Metro Profile" (2005) involves clean geometry and a gradation and saturation of color equidistant aesthetically from Japanese anime and hard- edge abstract painting of the '60s. 

From computer graphics, Swanson adapts a skittery line that seems able to turn on a pixel. 

Detached planes float within his picture like the bits of reflection that hover on plate-glass windows in Richard Estes' photo-realist paintings. 

What looks like paint splatters in "Metro Profile" take on a hint of galactic drift thanks to Swanson's management of scale in his picture space. The painting as a whole generates the peculiar sensation of looking at a splintered cityscape within a large, nearly featureless room. 

The superiority of "Metro Profile" to everything else in Swanson's exhibition, including his creepy installation piece, shows how much his work depends on a balance of aspects: reference, scale, color, art conventions high and low. 

To the degree that his art succeeds, it reflects back to us a disquieting feature of our situation: Doomed to obsession with the future, we have only a rubble of imaginative habits and graphic tricks to help us envision it. 

Swanson's work may make viewers think of Julie Mehretu's in its ambition to encode the complexity of the world. 

But no matter the success of a particular piece, Swanson's art, unlike Mehretu's, leaves us feeling that he loves to paint. 

