Mark Brandvik, Pieta, 1998-99, oil on wood, 69" dia.
{photo courtesy of the artist).

LAS VEGAS

Designed to satisfy the curiosity of various Los
Angeles-area art benefactors, Vegas Artist
Showcase (Nevada Institute of Contemporary
Art, February 4-8) offered a panoramic overview
of the most salient developments in the Las Vegas
art scene. Co-curated by critic Dave Hickey and
Las Vegas artist Ethan Acres, the exhibit confirmed
the rumor circulating recently among certain circles
in LA
become the production center for a most interesting

New York: it seems Las Vegas has

and substantial body of contemporary art.

16 artists exhibited works (mainly} fashioned
to hang on the wall, with pop craftsmanship and
slick abstraction represent the two principal aesthetics

dominating the show, Mary Warner's massive con-

tribution, delinously foliate roses painted on a convex
expanse of black velvet, recalls the tradition of velvet
Elvises
Vec

varie

still colors the public perception of Las
ier than pointing exclusively to lounge-
ir, Warner's blossoming behemoths

speak of a Victorian ornamental kitsch. Offering a

gothic antithesis to O'Keeffe's sunny, barren
counte these enormous pastel blooms bulge

monstr y out at the viewer, their beauty bordering

on the tesque.

.+ oversized window into the Vegas
omenon can be found in Pasha Rafat's
s bar scene. This roughly 15 by eight foot
transferred via a billboard printer to
at first like just the place where a velvet
r two might hang, & giant-sized martini
ms with neon liquid in the foreground,
of white desert sunlight bounce off the
mirror just beyond the bar. This transfiguration-

qualit nt gives every ashtray and bottle of

liqueur @ composition the appearance of an
otherworldly gemstone, transforming a seedy
barfly's den into a heavenly laboratory.

The ambiguously titled Pool Party, Ethan

Acres' entry, offers a pop rendition of the seven-
headed beast described in the Book of Revelation.
Seven beastly heads soft sculptured in vinyl spring

from vacuum-hose necks set against a round,

yellow blue kiddie-pool tondo. The hoses
connect the heads to a fuzzy-footed, leopard-clad
beast where a motion detector prompts the

beast's red light bulb eyes to illuminate and causes
party-favor tongues to unfurl. Acres extracts all

kinds of artistic material from biblical references,
and his funhouse solutions to theological postula-
tions bear a certain attraction. The fact that Acres
currently goes by the title “Reverend" suggests
that, rather than creating ironic works that critique
religious themes, he intends his work to have a
didactic and evangelical impact. However, his
concoction seems more remarkable for its mechani-
cal ingenuity than its spiritual significance.

Mark Brandvik's impeccably crafted Pieta, by
contrast, boasts both exquisite visual appeal and
an intelligible look at the divine. Brandvik, the only
native Las Vegas artist in the show, appropriates
the image of the Sun-Maid raisin girl as a contem-
porary incarnation of the Virgin Mary. The color of
her clothes has changed to art-historically virginal
hues of red and blue, and gold leaf gilds her harvest
basket. White grapes have been supplanted by
succulent red ones—stand-ins for blood shed by
the body that typically completes this figure group.
Recalling Byzantine altarpieces in both scale and
palette, this artist's work illustrates a continuum
between old-style religious icons and contemporary
secular ones. Yet bold colors and crisp, hard-edged
design elements tie this piece to the culture of sig-
nage that flourishes in Las Vegas as in no other
place. In the end, the masterful
execution of this entry, with its flawless hand-crafted
woodworking and deft use of oil glazes, distracts
the viewer from the fact that this advertising icon
was ever anything but a vision of holiness.

In a departure from narrative representation,
two artists offered variations on the stripe painting
motif. Tim Bavington's large tableau can best be
described as a '90s version of a Gene Davis candy-
stripe extravaganza. Superficially appealing, the
painting departs from Davis' previous efforts only in
the slight variation of stripe thickness and soft mut-
ing of hard edges. Robert Acuna's entry remains
distinctive in its combination of pearlized acrylic
sheen and dynamic racing stripe allusion. He offers
two square panels, both bound by black vertical
bands and bisected by pearly white vertical stripes.
The space between the black and white areas on
the paintings is cherry-red on one and racing green
on the other. Circular paint strokes visible in both
pieces enhance the metallic effect of the pearlized
sheen, building upon a perceived automobile refer-
ence. Acuna's polished, attractive pieces represent
contemporary formal abstraction at its most satisfy-
ing.

Without belaboring the point of their hypervisual
geographic context, Las Vegas artists seem first to
absorb and then reconfigure the opulent ambiguity
around them. Works emerging from this process
boast a ravishing sensory impact at the very least;
maore often than not, even the most surface-oriented
piece carries enough weight to spark an emotional,
intellectual, or even spiritual response.

Erika Yowell, Carrboro, North Carolina
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