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Is Painting Small the Next Big Thing?

By ROBERTA SMITH
Small may be beautiful, but where abstract painting is concerned, it is rarely fashionable. Big has held center stage at least since Jackson Pollock; the small abstractions of painters like Myron Stout, Forrest Bess and Steve Wheeler are mostly relegated to the wings, there to be considered eccentric or overly precious. Paul Klee was arguably the last genius of small abstraction to be granted full-fledged membership in the Modernist canon.

But what is marginalized can also become a form of dissent, a way to counter the prevailing arguments and sidestep their pitfalls. It is hard, for example, to work small and indulge in the mind-boggling degree of spectacle that afflicts so much art today. In a time of glut and waste on every front, compression and economy have undeniable appeal. And if a great work of art is one that is essential in all its parts, that has nothing superfluous or that can be subtracted, working small may improve the odds.

Small paintings of the abstract kind are having a moment right now in New York, with a luminous exhibition at the New Museum of Contemporary Art spotlighting the wry, fastidiously wrought work of the German painter Tomma Abts; and PaceWildenstein presenting in Chelsea the latest efforts of James Siena and Thomas Nozkowski, two older American whizzes at undersize abstraction. Even post-war Modernism could be downsized a bit, with a show titled “Suitcase Paintings: Small Scale Abstract Expressionism” opening next month at Baruch College.

Four young painters who embrace smallness are now having solo shows — three of them New York debuts — that challenge the importance of the big canvas.

Small abstractions avoid the long realist tradition of painting as a window, and also the shorter, late-Modernist one of painting as a flat wall. Instead these smaller works align themselves with less vaunted (and sometimes less masculine) conventions: the printed page, illuminated manuscripts, icons and plaques.

And yet, as each of these four exhibitions demonstrates, abstraction allows a serious exploration of process despite the limited real estate. This expands the already considerable pleasure of looking at paintings that are not much larger than your head.

Scott Olson

The intently improvised geometries of Scott Olson’s paintings, seen in his New York debut at Taxter & Spengemann in Chelsea, evoke manuscript illumination filtered through Constructivism and other abstract styles. His colors have a slightly watered-down, retroactive subtlety; frequently they are translucent, to reveal the complex decisions and elaborate processes packed into each work.

Different physical supports (canvas, fiberboard, heavily gessoed wood) further complicate Mr. Olson’s processes. In “Untitled (N. 7)” and “Untitled (N. 32)” taping and retaping have left shards of sharp color that stand out like little ruins against absorbent grays and blacks. In “Untitled (N. 31)” and “Untitled (N. 8)” the forms are laid on in thin glazes with fine, varied textures, creating echo chambers of form that suggest faceted jewels, flattened out.

Mr. Olson clearly wants to make paintings whose smallness doesn’t rule out finding something new each time you look.

Katy Moran

The little paintings in Katy Moran’s first New York show, at Andrea Rosen in Chelsea, plug into another tradition — the plein-air oil sketch. But she turns her canvas, which always measures 15 by 18 inches, into a very tiny arena in which to act. Her spirited brush work creates a sense of gesture and movement that is almost comical, as if a Lilliputian artist of overweaning ambition were rushing about, dispensing profusions of feathery curls and slashing lines of paint.

These marks frequently add up to little Rococo set-tos that imply rushing figures themselves — scuffles and skirmishes between beings moving too fast to be identified. They may be humans (see the horizontal roll of “Meeting in Love”), birds (the confrontation of “Pecking Order”) or some other animal entirely (“Orton”). Or they may be nothing of the sort.

The twin brown-on-mauve peaks of “Hoopers Retreat” suggest a cobbled-together shanty, with Hooper as the pink dot at its center. Sometimes hints of seascapes or still lifes emerge from the confusion.

Ms. Moran’s colors, on the other hand, are reserved and shot through with light: a wide range of delicate grays, mauvish browns, yellowish tans and a variety of whites that keep the painting action distinct. Their goal seems to be to lend an air of dignity to the proceedings, but it is the tumult, hanging in the air, that prevails.

Matt Connors

Colors brighten and geometry returns in “Enjambment,” Matt Connors’s enticing show at the downtown gallery Canada, where his boxy compositions are constructed from planks or ribbons of contrasting hues.

Mr. Connors’s work can at times venture toward mid-size, at least relative to the other three artists. “Third Wave Cubism (no touching),” for example, measures 34 by 36 inches — but it is an exception. As its title implies, Modernism is much on Mr. Connors’s mind. The grid, the monochrome, the minimal, the concentric and the parallel are all given a nod, but also a wink. But when plentiful, his colors are festive and a little cheap-looking.

There’s a cheerful secondhandness here, a sense of vague appropriations and unnamed sources at work. And abstraction is considered as a kind of object. An untitled work floats a green-bordered black square on raw linen: it’s not so much an abstract painting as a painting of one.

And smallness doesn’t rule out installation art. The motifs of “Reading Room” are actually painted on two different canvases, a smaller one leaning against a slightly larger one, both sitting on a narrow shelf built into the wall. Another work, whose dark veils evoke Color Field painting, hangs on a black rectangle painted directly on the wall.

Michaela Eichwald

Michaela Eichwald is from Cologne, Germany, where abstract painting has been in a fruitfully deviant mode for nearly two decades, thanks to artists like Jutta Koether, Michael Krebber and Kai Althoff. Ms. Eichwald’s New York debut at Reena Spaulings Fine Art downtown is titled “Ergriffenes Dasein: Artist Writer Mentalist.” (The gallery’s release translates the first phrase as “Moved by Life.”)

Ms. Eichwald’s work continues the deviation but pushes it in a direction of her own choosing. There’s a happenstance quality to both her paintings and the handful of small sculptures she is showing: they often incorporate found objects or images and exude an outsider air. Lacquer is frequent material, which means that the colors are rich and that the surfaces tend toward shiny, bringing to mind ceramic plaques or cloisonné.

Ms. Eichwald’s imagery veers toward a playful, vaguely figurative expressionism. The mostly purple, crackled surface of “N.Y.C.” harbors a face with big turquoise teeth. It might almost be a plate by Picasso. Certain features — like the brown blob touched with red in “Struck” or the capital A and calligraphylike tree of “A-Abre,” framed in pink, red and blue — qualify as neo-Expressionism, but they add another layer of self-awareness by shrinking the style to a manageable size. It exemplifies one of the many joys of small.

