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Bay Area painter William Swanson consistently turns style into substance. He paints flat patterns in acrylic on panel, defining even the smallest details with perfectly smooth color. From a distance, some of his paintings resemble abstractions, but bits of highly stylized imagery wink from within most of them.

In Land Reclamation (2003) for example, a factory rendered with an impressive economy of faint, periwinkle blue paint provides a backdrop for pink woods, shown in silhouette, and a patch of sci-fi-looking dark green mushrooms.

Craggy orange and taupe areas on a buff ground at the bottom of Autumnal Eye (2003) hint at a Southwestern landscape. Foreground filaments of black and orange connect, forming networks that suggest spider webs. But while the webs and the black and orange push the painting toward Halloween decor, the sleek precision of Swanson's brushwork pulls it back to the realm of art, evoking the controlled toying with silhouette associated with Jack Youngerman.

Swanson smartly maps how the possibilities of abstraction look from his generational point of view (he is in his early 30s), providing a telescopic backward glance at the work of Roy Lichtenstein, Kenneth Noland, Robert Goodnough, and Josef Albers and the various adaptations of their esthetics by designers of consumer goods. At the far end of that retrospective spectrum may lie the futuristic architectural notations of El Lissitzky, which Swanson nicely confuses with the formal language of comic-book drawing and animation art.

Crossbreeding the esthetics, Swanson has somehow resuscitated, in a postmodernist key, the optimism once associated with utopian visions. His work evokes a kind of faithless hope that knows both nostalgia and idealism as dead ends, yet looks forward with a shrug and a smile to whatever time remains.


