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Stephen Rosenthal at Margarete Roeder Gallery: Erasing the Inexpressive

Stephen Rosenthal has turned a new page, as is clearly evident in the dozen or so canvases
deployed in this new exhibition.

Four years ago, Rosenthal showed nearly monochrome paintings whose viewers found their gaze
focused and centered on canvases that demanded acceptance or rejection of their esthetic proposi-
tion. Those spatial constructs, like Renaissance vanishing point perspective, reenacted the bond
between viewer and painting: the viewer's eye is the apex of an isosceles triangle whose base, the
painting itself, contains another isosceles triangle whose apex is the vanishing point. Fixity and per-
manence predominated despite the overtly inexpressive nature of the paintings themselves.

These new paintings erase the inexpressive and replace it with multi-centered mappings of spa-
tial incidents and an unpredictable dynamism. From the static they move toward an unstable and
indeterminate topology. A complex process: the primed canvases are suffused with a thin coat of
paint marked here and there with specks and spots, jots of pigment. The canvas is then subjected to
erasure, marks washed away, others left behind. What remains is a distressed surface whose nature
changes according to the angle from which it is viewed.

Like drawings, these new works present the viewer with a constellated surface suggesting depths
and distances. More importantly they are all works-in-progress, not in the sense that they are unfin-
ished, but in the sense that they evolve before our eyes. As we read the staccato messages implicit
in the marks dotting the surface of the paintings, we sense, as we could not do in Rosenthal's earli-
er work, the passage of time. Each canvas, with its pentimenti and effaced but multiple surfaces, has
a history.

History is process, and so are these paintings. So what we are seeing here is the process of con-
struction. These microcosms do not fix us to a spot but, to the contrary, set us free. Instead of one
perspective there are myriad, including even the outside edges of the canvas, part of the work as a
totality. Where we were once rooted, we are now free to roam, free to construct our own vision.

Now, in 2012, Rosenthal presents his most eloquent rejoinder to the fixed and finished world of
his mentor Josef Albers. Where Albers insisted on rigid geometry and the preconceived effects of
deliberately juxtaposed colors, Rosenthal experiments with a non- Euclidean idea of experiential
space, one where there is room for the ephemeral, where the viewer is asked to read a complex chart
and plot his own course

—Alfred MacAdam


