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‘Grief’ in
repressive
beige

By HoLLY MYERS
Special lo The Times

. Duteh photographer Erwin
Olaf describes “Grief,” his recent
series at M+B, as an exercise in
“the choreography of emotion.”
You could also call it a study in
beige, which would seem almost
oxymoronic — is there any color
less emotive than beige? Given
the delicacy with which Olaf
achieves it, however, this muted
quality is key to the work’s sur-
prising poignancy.

Each photograph depicts a
single figure in an elegant Mod-
ernist interior, suspended in mel-
ancholic reverie. The characters,
meant to evoke Kennedy-era ar-
istocracy, include a young man
named Troy and several exqui-
sitely poised women with tai-

" lored dresses, sculptural hairdos
and names such as Irene, Victo-
ria, Sarah, Caroline and Grace.

There’s no explicit narrative,
but the tone is bleak. The figures
sit alone. at tables set for two;
they lean blankly against door-
jambs and stand at windows
clutching handkerchiefs, gazing
through translucent curtains.

The mise-en-scéne is flawless:
nothing out of place, not a blem-
ish or serateh, not a single anom-
alous or superfluous object. The
lines are clean and meticulously
composed, with an emphasis on
the vertical, particularly in the
curtains, so as to suggest the at-
mosphere of a prison.

But for the modest peach of

Sarah’s floral-print dress and the -

pumpkin hue of Caroline’s
blouse, the tones rarely stray
from the ecream-to-inahogany
spectrum. The airis oppressively
Still.

For all this artifice, one would
expect the work to feel cold or
contrived, but it doesn’t. The ef-
fectis similar to that of a Douglas
Sirk film: stylized but not hollow,
the artifice ecrystallizing the
emotion rather than replacing it.
The characters are abstractions,
but the sentiments they embody

— loss, entrapment, repression
— are palpable and distinct.
Olaf’s past work, while simi-
larly meticulous, hasn’t been
nearly so reserved. Leering
clowns with dripping makeup,
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naked models with designer
shopping bags over their heads,
elderly women in pinup poses,
ice queens with rasps plunged
into their hearts, and a good
many rope-bound breasts and

! the beige feels not quite so dull:

3 ERWIN OLAF M+B Gallery
‘BARBARA, PORTRAIT’: Erwin Olaf’s “Grief” series features reserved but affecting images of
troubled subjects in vanilla, spotless, otherwise unperturbed Modern settings. It is on display at M+B.

penises — this is Sirk via Robert.
Mapplethorpe and David La-
Chapelle, which may explain why

Olaf grasps the nature of the

more dangerous colors — the

more violent emotions — but
this beige is cultivated to smoth-
er.the human chaos these neat
lines attempt to contain.

In one of the show’s most
compelling images, Troy kneels
in a living room, the back of his
hand raised to his nose as if wip-
ing away tears. The image stands
out because it is the only near
slip: the only flicker not of emo-
tion — there are a few other tears
— but of physical awkwardness.
The women, one gathers, would
never so betray themselves. In
this world, they are the keepers
of order. It is a role Olaf seems to
both admire and pity. 3
M+B, 612 N. Almont Drive, Los Angeles,

(310) 550-0050, through Oct. 20. Closed
Sundays and Mondays. www.mbfala.com.
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Sinking deep into
a gray haze

The paintings in “Art Thera-
py,” Brad Spence’s third solo
show at the Shoshana Wayne
Gallery, are about the size of pic-
ture windows and read like snap-
shots of a very hazy journey —
say, to the office of a psychiatrist.
Rendered in soft, .airbrushed
acrylic with a predominantly
gray palette, the works suggest a
state of being muffled by depres-
sion, delusion, grief or some |
cocktail of the drugs often em-
ployed to alleviate those feelings.

Some depict details of aland-
scape viewed through a melan-
cholic (or obsessive) reverie: fog !
settling on a rocky shore, rain on
a sidewalk, a knot of electrical
wires. Others suggest memories:
an empty room or a deserted
beach.

Some speak to the experience
of therapy itself. One unsettling
piece, “Literature,” depicts an
empty waiting room (the title re-
fers to the pamphlets on the ta-
ble). Others involve homely
products of therapeutic expres-
sion: a clay sculpture of a woman
holding her head in her hands or
a family of figures made from
cloth, yarn and toilet paper
tubes.

What brings the show to-
gether, sharpening the psycho-
logical effect while deepening the
emotional resonance, is the vir-
tuosic — indeed, magical — qual-
ity of the painting itself. The
forms seem to hover just off the




