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CRAIG KAUFFMAN, one of the first
major artists of the “L.A. Look"—in-
volved in prettiness, plastics and the
nether-land between sculpture and
painting—isshown in a mini-retrospec-
tive which brackets him from the time
he hit his groove until opening night.
It's informative for a viewpoint admit-
tedly fashioned on a fractional and dis-
associated acquaintance, but it hasn't
turned me around. Some pieces look
better in the enlarged context, and
some look worse, but the canned lush-
ness and dustless oraft are still not
much more than clever and painstak-
ing (which, perhaps, should be
enough). Chronologically, the “sur-
vey"” takes in “periods” from 1965 on,
then features a roomful of Kauffman’s
most current and, compared to the
rest, radical works.

Two metal-edged red and blue
“erotic thermometers’ from 1965
seem, with five years of esthetic dist-
ance and a proliferation of “plastic
presences,” a little dull now — too
much like (and not any stronger than)
objects inventoried in rows behind
signmakers’ shops, The next segment,
some five-and-a-half feet high shallow
wall boxes with bevelled edges and

rippled facades, is more risky. Kauff-
man, in these pieces, is aware of the
slugging among painting, object, and
material and he tries a head-on device
as a reconciler: a narrow, chromatical-
ly graduated striping near the front
edges of the box. The striping attempts
to distract us from the physical nature
of the box, and from its too-pervasive
plastic-ness by placing a (broadly
speaking) painterly device on the sur-
face; this sets up cross-references to
the surface reflections prompted by
the undulating facade, which, in turn
....etc., etc. It works only partially,
but the gamble is well-taken. Next are
some round-cornered rectangles (half
a foot deep) with central, horizontal
protrusions in a contrasting color (e.g.,
a yellow dash bulging from a magenta
ground), and more indigenous varia-
tion in the spray painting, perhaps a
retrenchment toward painting per se.
The best work in the show is from the
1968-69 group, in which the protru-
sion is nearly blended with the sup-
port, giving an almost semi-circular
cross section, and differentiated only
by some ‘shadowing” around the
seam. This particular piece is more or
less whitish silver, modulated by halt-
ing browns, greys, and, if I'm not
fooled, pinks; it's the best because it
seems compact, sure and relatively
unconscious of novelty.

The intended thrust of the show is,
however, a ‘scoop” on Kauffman’s
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new stuff. Why they fail may have
something to do with the business of
working in sets. It used to be called
“obsessive image,” but the only thing
most artists these days are really ob-
sessed with is getting an image with
which to be obsessed. For a while,
tight little groups were thought to be
simply a reasonable, business-like ap-
proach to the art dodge; now it ap-
pears to be a stylistic folkway—un-
self-conscious, but requisite. The cri-
teria of a set are that it retain enough
of the “old look” to be identifiable
lor credible) and possess enough “new
look” to be publicly interesting. With
plexiglass, the tendency toward sets is
reinforced because esthetic changes
involve actual re-tooling of the manu-
facturing process; as in automobiles,
a yearly model change seems most vi-
able. The big physical difference in
Kauffman’s new work is that it js
open, not closed, and transparent, not
opaque. There are six pieces in this
part of the show, each a rectangular
sheet of plexiglass, vacuum-formed
into a simple looping fold about a
quarter of the way down from the top
edge, so that the “front” plane hangs
about nine inches before the larger
rear plane. The pieces hover a foot off
the ground and a foot from the wall,
suspended by a wire that descends to
either side of the pieces and catches
them by the armpits. Each item is col-
ored a la Olitski-Rothko-Max Bill in a
finely graduated partial spectrum. The
press release maintains the works “in-
tensify the colored light which they
cast on the wall, creating an illusion-
istic effect that makes the wall seem
to disappear.” They don’t (and can’t)
and it wouldn't affect the art quality if
they could (superficial views of Robert
Irwin’s discs have made “disappear-
ing"” acts critically faddish). The new
works seem to fail in spite of the
“rightness” of everything: a new de-
parture, but recognizably Kauffman;
a further exploration of faint, deca-
dent color effects; and a group of
“honest” (hanging nakedly as they do)
process-ish pieces. Why don‘t they
work? Several possibilities: 1) the vo-
cabulary—one fold, gradations, etc.
—seems arbitrarily limited in the set-
making; 2) the color is pretty, but only
mechanically interesting; 3) the new
use of plexiglass seems simplistic,
rather than purified; 4) the light phe-
nomena on the walls are too obvious
and automatic; and 5) they don’t seem
to say anything except “I'm getting
Rococo-er and Rococo-er.”



