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Jim Torok : This Is A Major Work, 2004, acry l ic on pane l , 46 by 61 inches ;
at P ierogi .

doing. He is, by turns, earnest,
arrogant, pleading, stubborn,
flattering, defensive and hopeful.
Throughout, the expression on
the face of his earless, hairless,
potato-head self-portrait barely
changes. The painting is at once
a sincere chronicle of one artist's
struggle and a hilarious send-
up of art-world pretensions. It is
also, like all of Torok's cartoon
work, something of a high-wire
act: he makes up his drawings
and paintings as he goes along,
riffing off the initial title, accepting
his mistakes or boldly blacking
them out. This refusal to revise
distinguishes Torok's work from
most conventional comic-strip
artists. It also seems of a piece
with the quest for truth that gives
his work an unexpected moral
weight. —Raphaei Rubinstein

Betty Tompkins
at Mitchell Algus
It was Supreme Court Justice
Potter Stewart who in 1964
articulated this famous definition
of pornography: "I know it when
I see it." One wonders what the
good judge would have made of
painter Betty Tompkins's sala-
cious exhibition of seven acrylics
on canvas and four pencil-on-
paper drawings that depict sexual
acts, erect penises, exposed
vaginas and coitus continuous
with an explicitness one associ-
ates more with old 42nd Street
than with Chelsea. The result—at
least in the typically politically
correct, pristine environs of an
art gallery—was rather startling.

For example, visitors to the
gallery immediately confronted
Biowjob Painting #7 (all works

2004), a highly graphic depic-
tion of a pair of luscious lips and
a tongue fellating the tip of a
large penis. One proceeded to
encounter three works succes-
sively and matte r-of-factly titled
Fuck Painting U10, nil and
#72, which offered peep show-
worthy penetration shots. For
more elevated tastes, Tompkins
included Cunt Painting #3, a
graceful sepia and white ren-
dering of a vagina, and Fuck
Grid #16, a delicately wrought
pencil drawing of a simultane-
ous act of vaginal and anal sex.

Arousing? For this critic at least
yes. Mais est-ce que c'estl'art?
I'll venture a second yes, if for
no other reason than the wit and
awareness with which Tompkins
produced her work. After first
sketching an outline based on
commercial porn photographs,
she defined the contours of her
subjects' groins,
orifices and append-
ages by marking the
canvas with tiny words
like "biowjob," "suck,"
"kiss," "fuck." What
might seem a gim-
micky device actually
gave the images a
gritty, almost totemic
quality, which, along
with Tompkins's judi-
cious use of incarna-
dine hues to represent
flesh, captured the
essentially turgid, rep-
etitious and artificial
language of pornogra-
phy. Like a musician
strumming a one-
string guitar, Tompkins
managed to tease a
thin strand of art from

smut—or perhaps vice versa.
More often than not, when an

artist attempts to depict sex, the
result is embarrassingly unerotic,
like watching your parents trying
to dance to rock music. It may
be a dubious achievement, but
Tompkins, who first created X-
rated art over 35 years ago, got
inside, so to speak, pornography,
infusing her V-chip-activating
pictures with a hetero-masculine
mindset that mingles an obses-
sion with prowess, size and
repetition with a not-so-subtle
fear of ridicule and performance
failure. —Steven Vincent

Unica Zurn at Ubu
Already established as a journal-
ist and an author of short fiction
in Berlin, Unica Zurn moved to
Paris and turned to the visual
arts after she became the lover
and collaborator of Hans Bellmer,
whom she met in 1953. During
the following decade and a half,
she created a series of delicate,
dreamy, extravagant and haunted
pen-and-watercolor drawings,
mostly of chimerical beasts that
are fantastic in aspect (with
multiple heads, tentacles, beaks
and wispy wings) yet redolent of
a human presence. Suggestive
of doodling (with ever-extending
watery lines that emerge from
one floating figure only to produce
another) but tightly controlled,
with the purposeful intensity and
repetitiveness of some outsider
art, Zurn's images may have been
inspired by the automatic drawing
and investigations into the uncon-
scious of the Paris Surrealists,
whom Bellmer introduced her
to, including Andre Breton,
Man Ray and Henri Michaux.

Several drawings depict forms

Betty Tompkins: Cunt Painting #3, 2004, acryiic on canvas,
60 by 58 inches; at Mitcheli Aigus.

that have the amorphous shapes
of sea life such as hydras and
jellyfish. The creatures are
highly adorned and display mul-
tiple human eyes, like spots on
a peacock feather, as they trail
folds of diaphanous flesh. Other
sheets feature tight, springy,
insectiike elements that sport
bent antennae, rigid limbs or
vertebrae, and dried wings, but
appear to be simply playfully
decorative lines as much as liv-
ing creatures. Still others seem
to show one animal combined
with another, less a melding of
the two than a trapping of one
being within another. In these
drawings in particular, the near-
constant presence of outward-
looking human eyes suggests
an ingredient of self-portraiture.
Throughout, depicted figures
are often subsumed in the
overall decorative scheme, with
faces composed of patterns of
simple, repeated forms, includ-
ing other faces and profiles.

It was in 1957, after what she
described as a fateful encounter
with Michaux, with whom she
became enthralled and experi-
mented with mescaline, that Zurn
experienced the first of a senes of
mental crises that would lead to
intermittent hospitalizations (she
was eventually diagnosed with
schizophrenia) until her death in
1970. A number of the works on
view at Ubu (all from the 1960s)
were made during those periods
of institutionalization, a fact that
lends poignancy to the often
fragile, tentative and unresolved
figures that they depict. Many
commentators too quickly see
these drawings as an expression
of Zurn's mental illness, but an
appreciation of their artistic strate-
gies—the blending of fact with

fantasy, the suggestion of
fragmentation and alterity
in the supposedly unified
human self, the apparent
eschewal of artistic mastery
or deliberate control—
offers a more sustainable
explanation of the work's
peculiarity and power.

—Jonathan Giimore

Rachel Feinstein
at Marianne Boesky
In contemporary art, refer-
ences to Baroque and,
even more so. Rococo
painting and sculpture tend
to serve as shorthand for
decadence. Like Jeff Koons,
Matthew Barney and Bonnie
Collura, New York artist
Rachel Feinstein draws on
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such sources with a wink and a
smile, suggesting both genuine
admiration and campy mockery of
styles once thought beyond reha-
bilitation. Fragonard and Watteau
created frothy paeans to the
pleasures of surface, frivolity and
irresponsibility. Feinstein's rework-
ing of the Rococo yields slightly
rancid confections that allude to
pleasure rather than produce it.

In this show, a series of works
reminiscent of Michelangelo
Pistoletto's mirror paintings of
fhe 1960s lined the wall. Painted
onto sections of these oval look-
ing-glasses are roughly brushed
portraits of plump, decaying
matrons overdressed in the rib-
bons, pearls and sausage curls
of 18th-century European aris-
tocracy. They look at us coquett-

Amy Gartrell: Mom & Regis (Be careful what you wish for;
sometimes wishes do come true). 2005. ink on paper, 12
by 18 inches; at Daniel Reich.

ishly, which makes their slavery
to fashion all the more pathetic.
The unpainted swaths of mir-
ror around them reflect back the
viewer's own face, taunting us
with an unwanted identification
with these absurd creatures.

The Rococo mutates further in
Mister H L,a sculpture of polyure-
thaned foam painted white to
suggest plaster or marble and
set in an open niche that allows
a view of its back side. It has the
organic swells and curlicues of
Rococo sculpture but it never
quite coalesces into the figure it
aspires to be. In place of a face,
there is an undulating mass
beneath what might be read as
plumes of an elaborate hat. A
pair of forms extending from the
side might be arms, while on
the reverse side of the sculpture
the only fully defined element is
a pair of rounded bare buttocks
emerging from an amorphous
spread of white. The whole
work is like a cloud image that
has just begun to disintegrate.

By contrast, two large stained-
wood sculptures in the center of
the front gallery were inspired
in part by the late medieval
sculptors Veit Stoss and Tilman
Riemenschneider. They also
have a lot to do with Cubism—the
figures are sliced into segments
as if by an egg cutter and pushed
around at odd angles. Despite
their three-dimensionality, the
works really seem to reference
painting more than sculpture,
especially since their backs are
distinctly less complex than their
fronts. The show was rounded
out with a painted-wood sculpture
that presented three figures under
a tree. Like the stained-wood
sculptures, it is pieced together
from flat segments, but figures
and forms are defined largely

by the applica-
tion of brightly
colored enamel
paint rather than
by three-dimen-
sional properties.
The result is less
complex than
the stained-wood
sculptures and
less satisfying.

Fein stein
deforms styles
that are already
deformed. In the
process, she
flirts with the gro-
tesque without
really delving into
its more unset-
tling implica-
tions. Ultimately,

her works exude a blank irony
that ruffles the surface without
really disturbing the psyche.

—Eleanor Heartney

Amy Gartrell at
Daniel Reich
The works in "Hot Hands Cold
Heart," Amy Gartrell's solo show,
express a lingering nostalgia
for the awkward relationships
of adolescence, as if each work
were inspired by a page torn from
a recently unearthed middle-
school diary. Gartrell earned a
BFA from Cooper Union in 1996
and has shown frequently in New
York, often exhibiting word-based
drawings in a fluorescent pal-
ette, similar to much of the work
shown at Reich. The main body
of the show consisted of ink-on-
paper drawings designed, in both
color and style, to have a 1960s
psychedelic feel (all works 2005).

The most appealing of these
was a series of three "subliminal
mirror" drawings. Surrounded by

a wide border of
trippy geometric
patterns and front-
ed with a slightly
reflective piece of
glass, each seem-
ingly blank central
area acted as a
makeshift mirror. It
was easy to miss
the hidden mes-
sages^Stop Lying
About Everything
(27y2 by 20 inches}
and / did not want
to go to their stupid
party anyway (30
by 20y2 inches)—
faintly outlined on
the dark paper
behind each sheet
of glass. You could
almost hear a
frustrated teenager
screaming these
defiant phrases
before slamming
her bedroom door.

Text functioned
very differently in
another series of
works on colored
paper. On close examination,
one saw that tightly scrawled
words and phrases had been
used to build up areas of shad-
ow, while contrasting spaces
were left empty to define a vari-
ety of figural scenes. This tech-
nique was parficularly effective in
Mom & Regis (Be careful what
you wish for; sometimes wishes
do come true), a half-length por-
trait of two figures that appear to
be based on an old family snap-
shot image drawn (with words)
on a rectangular, pink-stained
paper placemat. Garfrell applies
the same text-based style in a
75-by-50-inch untitled acrylic-on-
canvas-on-panel piece, the larg-
est work In the show's main
room. A crying child stands by a
mound of rocks in front of a tow-
ering cross, backed by a sky filled
with neon pink, orange and blue
clouds. His body and the folds of
his clothes are defined by the
phrase, "I will face my fear I will
permit it to pass over me and
through me . . . " repeated over
and over like a self-help mantra.

The most ambitious piece in
the show, despite an unclear
connection to the overall theme
of adolescent angst, was a
macabre leafless black tree
smoothly painted on the inside
of the gallery's street-facing
window. Don't Hang All Your
Hopes on Me had real orna-
ments—inlaid with various
miniatures, keys, locks of hair.

Rachel Feinstein: Rhoda (parasol), 2005, pastel on
paper, 41 by 30/^ inches; at Marianne Boesky.

etc.—hanging from each branch
by loops of delicate black lace
ribbon. On the morning that I
visited, the sun shone through
the glass charms, casting tiny
rainbows on the concrete floor.

In the gallery's back room, an
8-by-8-foot colorful felt banner
hung from the ceiling, looking
like a crafty version of a 1960s
Wes Wilson concerf poster.
In the middle is the appliqued
image of a girl, also in felt: a
combination of a flower child
and Wonder Woman. Swirling
letters above and below pro-
claim, "I Am Fairly Certain It

UnicaZurn: Untitied, 1961, ink on
paper, 12% by 9'/>inches; at Ubu.






