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Rackstraw Downes

BettyCuningham G<lllery
541West25thStreet
Chelsea
ThroughSOturday

Rackstraw Downes excelsat
painting margina,| sometimes
desolatl andscapes- whether
urbanor rural- with tremen-
doussympathy andslightly dis-
torted spatialeffects,whichren-
der them absorbingandoddly
majestic. Hepaintslooking at his
subjects- en plein-air, as the

Art in Review

Frenchsay.Forthemostpartthe
paintings in this show,his17th
sologallery exhibitionin New
York sincel972, depict theunder-
structures orbridges andhigh-
ways aroundManhattanor aban-
doned sitesin thehighdesert or
southwest Texas,around Pre-
sidioornearby Marfa

TheTexas paintings especially
haveapaletteorsunnytansand
brownsanddarkgreens that
evokeCorot'spaintingsorltaly,
butwithoutthebucolicsubjects
orthesurfacecreaminess.Mr.
Downes's deftpaint-handlingis
texruredbut qry,devoid orOour-
ishe.s. Hisworksaremodest rec-
tangles quite abit wider than
theyarehigh: hedetermines the
extentofa sceneby ircluding ev-
erythinghecansee,rotatinghis
eyes sideto sidefrom a fixedpo-
sition. Thisgives hisimages a
wide-angledcurveorspacethat
is visuallyexcitingandeven
grand. This spatialcurveis usu-
allyechoedby curvingelements
within the paintings, whetherthe
concrete ringsof a crumbling
militarycemetery or thetracksor
all-terrain vehiclesin Texasor
thespansofthe George Washing-
tonor HenryHudsonBridges in
New York.

In keepingwithMr. Downes's
unromantic brushwork andsub-
ject matter,whenhedecides that
a given sceneneeds tobe larger
hesimply staplesstrips tothe

sides, topsorbottomsof hiscane
vases(which aremounted on
board) andkeepsonworking
Thevisiblestaplesbecome Just
one more setorractsamongoth-
ers.Theprimary ones pertain to
thepatientrecordingor theenvi-
ronment and create an ethi.cal
contentof thekindoften foundin
Robert Adamseslandscapepho-
tographs. Interestsin lightand
space norwit hstanding Mr.
Downesis alsodocumentingthe
structures, botherodingandro-
bust,withwhichmanpresumes
to mark theearth.

ROBERTA SMITH



| SR S 4 JLa - i S X
L. COOJITIS YOf \'HF " NTIS'f.111:TTY CU, :INEAM GAU..tJO! 17£W YOI
Rackstraw Downes's 2009paintingof a dance floor in Presidio, Tex.,at BettyCuningham.



