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Jake Longstreth,
a, 2008, acrylic
on canvas, 36 x 36"

manitest destiny. Today, as foreclosures and failed businesses spread
like flesh-eating bacteria, that landscape is shifting, psychically and
physically, becoming blighted with vacant houses and big-box struc-
tures. Particularly timely, then, are
Jake Longstreth’s nearly photore-
alistic paintings of anonymous,
generally unpopulated built envi-
ronments. Whether portraying a
swimming pool, tennis court,
chain-store facade, or other man-
made monument, each of this
exhibition’s nine canvases contains
an eerie quietude resonant with
our current defaulted moment.

Longstreth tends to portray
architecture in simple geometry,
and foliage and landscaping in
controlled, abstract tangles of
small brushstrokes. Such is the
approach in Campus, 2008, a com-
position in which a detailed strip
of verdant lawn and trees acts as a
barrier between a cloudless sky
and an empty, pale gray parking lot—perhaps, as the title might sug-
gest, belonging to a corporate complex, the setting shown on a week-
end, or post-layoff. The paint application in this and the other works
is flat, a quality that befits the evacuated subject matter. Although the
life force has been sucked out of Longstreth’s structures, they main-
tain their identity, holding their own within the landscapes they
helped to shape.

Some of the scenes feature lively minibursts of color, including
Sacramento, 2008, with its flowering shrubs surrounding a vibrant
green tennis court, and Dealer, 2008, in which parti-colored bunting
enlivens a bleached-out stretch of dirt with an ominous white van
parked in the distance, its doors ajar. These two compositions appear
awash in uniform, unfiltered West Coast light, which lends the sub-
jects preternatural clarity; others have the more humid, slightly dusky
atmosphere of points east.

A sense of stillness pervades. Appalachia, 2008, and Small Town
In-Ground, 2008, feature swimming pools that are placid and
emphatically splash free, the canvases serving as dour distant cousins
to David Hockney’s early LA paintings. Longstreth’s works have a
number of photographic precedents, including Robert Adams’s mel-
ancholy shots of parking lots and housing tracts, and, in their typo-
logical objectivity, Lewis Baltz’s series “New Industrial Parks Near
Irvine, California,” 1974. Longstreth himself practices photography,
perhaps a more common medium for the type of social commentary
his work tilts toward, but he’s most deeply engaged with the discourse
of painting. His canvases recall Robert Bechtle’s obdurate views of San
Francisco streets, and, with their curving shapes, Richard Diebenkorn’s
compositions. A tightened version of the latter’s geometric abstraction
is seen in Crematory, 2008, which features winding paved pathways
and a manicured lawn that has taken on a plaid pattern, suggesting
well-regulated mowing,.

Another type of regulation is suggested by Sonoma, 2008, which
depicts the pale yellow and gray side of a big-box structure hung with
a three-dimensional sign: PHARMACY. A solitary pine grows from a
small traffic island, resembling a generic Christmas tree. Pills and reli-
gion. The combination inevitably evokes Damien Hirst, but here what
results is less brash spectacle than demure critique, the two composi-
tional elements relating in a serene, nearly seamless landscape.

—Glen Helfand

LOS ANGELES

Mark Flood

PERES PROJECTS

Mark Flood’s works unsettle the viewer as they teeter between seedi-
ness and seductiveness. The artist was born in Houston and has
worked there as an artist (and, in the 1980s, as a musician) for three
decades, but at first glance it would be easy to imagine the producer of
such objects as a scavenger of Southern California’s flotsam, unearthed
along Hollywood Boulevard or at a gas station near a freeway off-
ramp. (Living in the epicenter of the entertainment industry, one tends
to forget that mass culture isn’t just a local phenomenon.) Celebrities,
or at least their images, often treated to cruel alterations by an X-Acto
knife, have long played a role in Flood’s career, though in recent years
they’ve been kept backstage while series involving other, less caustic
subjects enjoyed the limelight.

In the artist’s recent show, his first at Peres Projects, the mutilated
celebrities—this time including Johnny Carson and Lauren Bacall—
made a triumphant comeback. In The Plumber, 2008, which intro-
duced the show, a canvas screenprinted with the face of infamous
silent film actor and probable but nevertheless acquitted murderer
Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle has been cut to ribbons and hung limply
from a skeletal painting stretcher, a pornographic playing card stapled
to the forehead—somewhat recalling Richard Hawkins’s earlier, simi-
larly creepy shredded Halloween mask outfitted with clipped images
of androgynous rockers.

In Wild Card, 2008, Flood has collaged together, in a playing-card
pattern, images of Heath Ledger, River Phoenix, and Wallace Reid—
three heartthrobs from different eras who died young from overdoses.
Green Box, 2008, which features an image of Lauren Bacall against a
forest green background, her bloodred lips extended down to her chin,
courtesy of the artist, suggests a cross between John Stezaker and
Ledger’s Joker from The Dark Knight—black comedy that is unques-
tionably sadistic, though it seems Flood’s target is more the phenom-
enon of celebrity than any particular star. The celebs mingled here
alongside several stunning lace paintings and a number of works with
stenciled text, many sprayed atop cheap ads. The lace paintings, which
constitute a large portion of Flood’s output from the past decade, are
made by applying paint-soaked fabrics
to canvases and then removing them,
leaving thick, ornamental traces. Rill,
2007, and Spring Puddle, 2008, are as
unabashedly lush and pleasing as the
disfigurations of Bacall and Carson are
acidic and horrifying.

The text paintings are exercises in
crudity in every way: In Comumit Suicide/
Win Everyday, 2008, the first phrase of
the title has been sprayed in black over
a cheery yellow Shell gasoline ad dis-
playing the second; in another work,
BE A WHORE has been painted on an
orange construction sign warning
ROUGH ROAD AHEAD. Such works recall
John Carpenter’s Reagan-era, Los
Angeles—based sci-fi film They Live, in
which special sunglasses reveal slogans
hidden in seemingly innocuous media

(and also expose ghoulish aliens in busi-
ness suits); but as wall-bound objects
they flirt with thinness and cliché.

Mark Flood,

The Plumber,
2008, painting and
collage on canvas
mounted on wood
frame, 48 x 36"
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