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Characteristically the works are
composed with Ukiyo-e simplicity.
Mussoff's drawing style is man-
nered rather than objective. Al-
though she invents the figures and
situations, they are based on her
determined effort to distil some
sort of essence from the behavior
of her friends: out of her re-
sponses comes this stylized world
of her art.

Mussoft is immensely influenced
by Egon Schiele. Some of her
backgrounds recall the simple lin-
ear treatment of backgrounds in
the watercolors Schiele did in pris-
on (where he was sent in 1912 for
“immorality’’ and ‘‘seduction’’).
And yet where Schiele conveyed a
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wiru Imnn and ranlarad washes,

forms | defiance
is coloi * L
~s and | n from
iimost .7 jply ab-
the jun < | Though
paintin: 1y {manner
isivene ~ &+ pund the
subtleti 4 br wom-
afs. Pe +4 Bike any
arences  [Austrian
0 objec | - § profile,
agistro. jder the
e is e\ ch that
-a desil on the
| world dog like
roblem | looking
is not cq¢ § vails in
ited forn one of
ugh. Th tone.
00 muc 's fig-
ms  (fa cy: a
ape ain t adult
: center to go
ess Su e even
atter is
direct rawing,
int, the b, it is,
edge. ‘fcolored
ticism is unreal
Magistr 24 lsmaco-
10ds, ha }s. This
and of h ect of
given t & ) gels;
is relief atrical,
far off. (e . Lid e reality
th possit Martin Johnson: CbuqnyHm 4 \
r tropical 1982, mixed mediums, 44 by 20 by 21 mches l'in her
at Phyflis Kind {review on p. 177). ns that
iead the eye from section to sec-
ussoff at tion. These montagelike breaks
e Knowiton serve to vary her images and to

soff's energetic colored-
awings of women and

d ‘an occasional body)

race apart-—feisty but
v wavars, with spiky hair
ing, jewellike eyes, car-
‘he odd routines of their
d. Their apparel has a
i style (obviously, these
- choose to exist at

the cultural scene), a
/ements are theatric
like, stiffened by a

&

&

' bone,

layer their meanings. At the same
time, they formally abstract the

‘images by fragmenting and re-

combining them.

The most successful of these
drawings is Three-Headed Figure
with Hats, a centered, cruciform
work. In the lower part of the hori-
zontal section Mussoff depicts a
woman in a transparent slip and
beited lower garment. She i
drawn with an open line; only hel
upper body, cut off at the coll
is hatched with color.

&

head fragment, nodding in a
Christ-like way, is centered over
the torso; a blazing pink com-
pletes the background above.
Flanking this head are two more
head fragments wearing Tom
Wolfe Panamas—an intimation of
chic that denies the potential so-
lemnity of this ““martrydom."*

So far, Mussoff's public oeuvre
has consisted only of works on
paper: recently, however, she has
taken up oil painting. Certainly,
Mussoff's strong design sense,
punchy draftsmanship and gritty,
rebellious social attitude make her
one of the more interesiing repre-
sentational artists to come down
the pike in recent years.

—Joe Shannon

Martin Johnson
at Phyllis Kind

Martin Johnson’s sculptures be-
long in the sideshow of a traveling
circus. They have the aura of
freaks on a holiday, exhibiting
themselves disdainfuily for our as-
tonishment, yet denying their own
abnormality—pushing us back on
our own. We are as much ob-
served and commented on by
these works as observing and
commenting on them. The self-
recognition they force on us
makes our curiosity about them as
pathological—freakish—as they
are. The whole effect is of the slip-
periness of relationship between
knower and known in modern art,
a sardonic demonstration of the
evasiveness of even the most or-
dinary meaningfulness in the art
context. Johnson's sculptures are
all the more sardonic because
they present themselves to us as
commonplace objects, masquer-
ading as monsters by reason of
their profound cosmetic ornamen-
talization. An atmosphere of de-
ception is crucial to the work; it
shows us the power of ornament
as comment. As with Kurt Schwit-
ters—and with a similar formal rig-
or—Johnson gives us objects with
an intrigung autonomy, strange
hybrids of the colloquial (folk and
funk), which are simultaneously ir-
rational, perverse acknowledge-
ments of the nightmarishness of
the familiar. The conversion of an
ordinary object into an obscene
ornament is the key to this work;
the pieces demonstrate orna-
ment’s power to be revelatory of
the uncanny, and thus of orna-
mentalization's peculiar indepen-
dence as an artistic process.
Beginning usually with a found
object—chairs are common—
Johnson wittily adumbrates it into
a perverse idea. He cocoons his

_ object in a Rhoplex web—a dens

matrix the object seems sponta
neously to secrete. The object’

“transformation is completed

[ W

bright color, confirming the effect
of uncontrollable fiercely kaleides-
copic proliferation. it is this run-riot
effect—the result of a construc-
tion principle applied relentiess-
ly—that gives the pieces their
predatory look. Johnson's sculp-
tures are like old-fortune-telling
machines in a penny arcade, gri-
macing their routine truths at us.
Indeed, the grimace, like that of
the Joker in the old Batman comic
strip, is a favorite expressive form
for Johnson, reminding us that it is
the malleable root underiying both
tragic and comic masks. Here we
see Johnson's "'fundamentalism,"’
his pursuit of archetypal origins.
The slipperiness of surtace mean-
ing is the sign of that pursuit.
Johnson is a 20th-century
E.T.A. Hoffmann, offering a col-
lection of quirky dolls, seemingly
trivial yet like all personal junk
subtly erotic and constituting a
semi-independent dream world—
a world of aimost indecipherable
moods, for all the brazenness of
its contents. He carries forward H.
C. Westermann's project of sar-

‘donically revealing the double

meanings of a seemingly straight
reality, although with more artifi-
cial, less organic means. At the
same time, Johnson has clearly
understood the anatomy lesson of
Cubism; he mingies planes, creat-
ing an effect of ornamental ex-

cess, which not only dissects .

space but disperses its parts in a
seemingly random way. The total
effect is of an arbitrary mingling of
the purist {"'engineered’’) and sur-
realist (“literary’’) sides of mod-
ernism, creating a sense of organ-
ized irrationality.

Johnson's sculptures are gar-
goyles in search of a secular ca-
thedral on which to roost, re-
minding us of the macabre char-
acter of everyday life, the profani-
ty that engulfs us all. They are
household gods come alive while
we sleep and grown possessive of
our private space. Their collective
effect—the studio vista Johnson
used for his exhibition announce-

ment shows its importance—is of

a bizarre world built on a precise
logic, mockingly shadowing our
waking world. These works are
the products of the same critical
paranoia which Dali experienced
as one of the basic sources of
creativity in the modern world.
This paranoia produces hallucina-
tory visions of the known which
show just how unknown it really is,
because it is so encrusted with our
half-known intentions.

—Donald B. Kuspit

Self-Portraits
at Allan Frumkin

This two-part invitational. show of

contemporary self-portraits repr
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