
 

 

 
RT REVIEWS : 'Coming Unraveled' Is Anything But at Otis Gallery 
December 11, 1992 | DAVID PAGEL | SPECIAL TO THE TIMES 

This is the final installment of The Times' reviews of shows in "LAX: The Los Angeles Exhibition." The first 

installment was published Thursday. 

The list of artists included in "Coming Unraveled" at the Otis School of Art and Design's Gallery reads like a recipe 

for curatorial disaster. The thoughtfully installed exhibition of 29 works by 11 artists, however, looks remarkably 

coherent and feels strangely harmonious. Eloquently curated by gallery director Ann Ayres, the show offers a deft, 

fresh and intelligent revision of abstract painting in Los Angeles. 

Ayres begins by dismantling the categories and definitions we usually use to get a handle on abstraction. In her 

show, terms like geometric reductivism , organic abstraction and process painting make little sense. Rather than 

providing insights into the work, they actually get in the way of understanding what these artists are up to. 

With a sharp eye, acute mind and playful touch of wit, Ayres thus opens a space between reading and seeing. Her 

show effectively destroys language's stranglehold on meaning by allowing a diverse array of paintings to elbow their 

way into the territory between words and ideas. 

"Coming Unraveled" opens literally, with two cacophonous collages by Roy Dowell. These colorful eruptions of 

disparate textures, far-flung means of reproduction, fragments of texts, tid-bits of recognizable imagery, and wildly 

divergent scales hang just inside the gallery's entrance. They function like disruptive advertisements for bold 

thinking. 

Dowell's vibrant collisions of popular imagery and formal abstraction demand, like the best works in the exhibition, 

that meaning be continually remade in the present, by the viewer's active engagement with images. His collages also 

summarize the show's insistence that every act of artistic creation contains an equally vital impulse toward 

destruction. 

At the other end of the show wait three silently riveting paintings by John M. Miller. Their precisely arrayed fields 

of tilted bars and sharply angled dashes perfectly divide two or four panels of raw canvas into apparently opposite 

constellations of black or white marks. With patience and the willingness to follow the subtle rhythms of Miller's 

stunning abstractions, their hard edges, crisp contrasts and seemingly violent oppositions dissolve into an all-over 

fluidity. 

Echoes of green and wafts of blue hover within these seemingly colorless images. Wholly self-possessed, they draw 

us into their orbit by abolishing the distance between sensation and cognition. By briefly fusing perception and 

knowledge, Miller's powerful paintings elicit experiences that come into awareness at the same time that they escape 

us. Like Ayres' exhibition at its best, his works make sense by slipping past rationality's control. 

Carter Potter's interwoven strips of film, Nancy Evans' stenciled pours of candy-colored acrylic, Charles Gaines' 

fragmentary phrases interspersed among maniacally repeated numbers, and Marc Pally's dynamic, 3-D doodles 

stand out in this inventive exploration of abstract painting. All four recycle conventional modes of image-making 

with verve and elan. 

Robin Mitchell, Matthew Thomas, Linda Burnham, Stephen Spargur and Edith Baumann-Hudson also play with 

established styles and conventional issues. Their competent paintings, however, break little original ground, instead 

filling in the spaces created by the show's more ambitious reconfigurations of visual meaning. 

Ayres' exhibition demonstrates that expectations must be aggressively overturned if abstract painting is to be remade 

with energy and originality. "Coming Unraveled" succeeds in convincing us that shattering, dispersing and 

dissecting--even unraveling--is essential to any vigorous attempt to make paintings in the present. 

* Otis Gallery, 2401 Wilshire Blvd., (213) 251-0555, through Feb. 10. Closed Sundays and Mondays. 



 

 

"Visiting Hours" is the most intensely gripping and profoundly human installation-cum-performance this critic has 

ever pondered, tried to escape and endured. Acted out by writer-artist Bob Flanagan, in collaboration with 

photographer Sheree Rose, this no-holds-barred piece of theater at the Santa Monica Museum of Art is also a deeply 

revealing piece of autobiography. 

With unflinching honesty and brave directness, it outlines Flanagan's struggle to make sense of both a disease he 

inherited at birth and his long-held, masochistic desires. His exhausting work-in-progress combines the ruthless 

calculation of the cruelly selfless, one-shot ordeals Chris Burden performed throughout the '70s, with an 

unquenchable, up-to-the-minute curiosity about the unknowable causes of his own intimate desires. 

 


