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ere I was wondering about the
meaning and purpose of art in
~ general, and painting in par-

aint

ticular, when I went to Robert Acker-
man’s exhibition at the Rosamund Felsen
gallery. In the past, Ackerman was known
for all-black canvases that were shaped to
bow away from the wall. They always re-
minded me of a gimmicky Ad Reinhardt
and, while handsome, they never really
captured my interest. Hence, I was
stunned to see the series of new paintings
that will be on view through May 28. They
are glowing, unabashedly beautiful works
that coax forth the sensations of a night-
time walk in a silent forest or a long gaze
into a deep, darkly green lake or an early
evening rest in the crepuscular dimness of
a mahogany-paneled library. The paint-
ings arouse that familiar, uneasy, in-
distinct memory of staring into darkness
and sensing rather than seeing another
presence. Silence and time are embodled
All these rc ic and

are evoked by paintings that must be de-
scribed as minimal fields of muted color.
The surfaces are primarily somber
greens, browns, blues, blacks, the colors
glazed to create great depth. These are
the surfaces of Rembrandt, for instance,

Man in the
out the man.
You don’t actually look at an Ackerman
painting. You look through it. Although
they are minimal panels of color, as
lustrous and shining as a highly waxed
table, they resonate with dimension. You
strain to see further, beneath the paint, to
glean more, to discover. These simple
pamtmgs are mysterious. Not confound-
ing, but mysterious in the sense of with-
holding, of keeping a secret. The im-
agination is stimulated to association by
their restraint. A viewer wants the secret
unlocked, the expectation’ satisfied.

Undertow, a pair of deep blue, horizon-
tal, and narrow vertical panels, surround a
brushy, horizontal panel the color of sand.
The whole comprises a rectangle. Even
without the title, the painting has an omi-
nous tone. You think of stormy waters, the
drag-of unseen forces that are powerful,
even murderous.
without the ships, comes to mind. The
piece is all the more compelling for its ab-
stract ambience.

In the show there are three paintings of
inkish black, painted over camouflage
material stretched like canvas.
seem dramatic in.a more literal way. The
camouflage, with its jungle patterns of
green, tans, and browns, is obscured by
the ebony field. You peer through the
darkness to the field of dappled forms.
It’s: eerie. This is the tension found in
every war film, like Apocalypse Now, held
at a standstill. The suspense of these
paintings is located in a specific reference
— camouflage material, associated with

~ uniforms .and battle.

Golden Helmet,

but with-

A restrained Turner,
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t is small
esence of a fig-
1, of the title, was
n of Mr. Hyde,
not forgotten.

,u‘nou,/aw {Jekyll) — because it
— seems to hint at
ure, a soldier. Dr

e darkest, least ges-
most dramatic piece in

vealing. Just a pair of panels, one vertical,
one horizontal, together creating a long
horizontal, an umbra of olive-toned dark
bronze. Malevolence underlies the sur-
face.

The surfaces of these paintings are
rich, and mature. They are all oil on can-
vas — a medium [’d practically forgotten
in the glut of acrylic, plasticene, vinyl,
spray paint, rhoplex, and so on. For all
their inherent beauty, however, these
works are more than pretty pictures. The
allusions of hoary art history linger in the
shadows. Ackerman fuses the past with
the present. Summoning forth the tradi-
tions of old masters, the application of
paint in deep, glazed layers that seem
to contain light, he works in the form of
the minimal structure. With their essence
of age, they look brand new.

Pamtmg, in general, has been mining
its past in a search for current styles
for a few years now. Neo-expressionist
and allegorical work are a couple of
trends that come to mind. When the past
is evoked, however, the tone is often one
of irony. The common voice of the artists
declaring, ‘“We understand the past
vocabulary of painting and it’s all just a
bunch of images to us. We don’t take
them seriously. And we can use whatever

not emy

parent and

gruent, not contrasted. Ackerm
borrowing a style from the past so much
as demonstrating his knowledge of it.

The stance is a
ems so uncool. But Ack
hi important and

in paint.

fashioned. And just as I was dos
muscles, the currency, and
painting, Ackerman reveals such doubts
are folly. 3
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