Mary Oros and William
Harsh at Arts Benicia

he terms “affin-
ity and “varia-
ton” in this
exhilnbons
title, demoting
parallelizm and
Mo
respectively,

derive from Darwin’s theory of evolution,

still a thorny issue in third-millennium

America, and not st for fondamenal-

wsts. Those who accept evolution rend,

l:;plthhiﬁl‘.im“}-', 0D 5e¢

it a5 1 force for

good—for progres.

Fundamentalists who

see it as godless are

right {though that's

why they reject it).

The sdapration of

oTganisms to chang-

ing condidons is

blind and value-neu-

tral, and progress is

not assured, Mo one

is minding the store,

But we prefer illu-

stons about our status

hizrarchies, both

Tumman and divine. In

the pineteenth CEnibn-

y, “the survival of

the firtest” was mrans-

posed to sacioeconomics by

Cabarnust/capitalist predators

who conceived of emplovees as

herhivore prey (I'm not making

this up} in order to justify their

ferocity. In the art world, we,

the belief in aesthetic progress

prevailed until recently: Heme

greentrergii theoretically became

less simian and beete-browed,

aned more spiringal, with each

sueceeding new style

The twio artists ion this show,

Eenicians Mary Oros and

William Harsh, reject such

social myths, They construct

personal imaginative worlds in

the classic Modernist spirit, seeing that
form of individualism not as cutmoded
and impeossible, & Postmodernists do,
buar as an enwluring way to investigate the
world and o transform subjectvity into
ubiversality,

Oros’s bomorphic sculptures—of
fiberglass, plaster and concrete—suggest
hives and nests, or traps or tombs, and
embady the conviction expressed in her

artist stavenent that “primal and inmitive
knowing inevitably hold greater meaning
than the dictares of sociery and eulture,™
The five homan-sized freestanding con
structions on view are both surprising
and poetically apt—*external representa-
tion” and “essence of heing™ forged into
artistic unity. The hollowsd-our black
tree-trunk form of Besde Ohr (2008) site
atop a circlet of fingerlike roots; jagged
flames rise ar the top while mouth-like
apertures in the bark suggest fright and
alarm. Blue Beast (2002), a headless, four-
legged animal torso, sproves Apdnes or
tendrils as a sea potate might. Red Wall of
Hales (2002} is comprised of nine fleshy
owvals, like huge pieces of squid tenmacle,
stacked in threes, suggesting, again, gap-
ing mouths, In Hewee (20040, 3 head-like
owal rests arop three legs amid 2 quarter
of ambulatory trunks that have con-
verged on the object as if to investigate.
Indige Ulnder Lave (2008) inclodes rendrils
that seem oo weave themselves into a
basket ar hut, protecting a perforared i-
angular ceneral form, Oros’s imagery may
be based on nameral
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riee ahe depicts have
oddly uman reso-

Harsh' ];lcrw:rﬁu]
and cryptic ol paint-
ings depict stacks or
terwers of discarded
Items oF mysterons
jumk set in barren
|a|:||.1:-|.1]:-u—|'n the
artiscs words, they
are “perry-rigged
assemblies, some-
times fortress-like in
appearance,”
Although the forms
are aften ambiguons
and have multipls

MEANIngs, recog-

nizable ohjecs—

ladders, doors,
fiitrors, drawers
and picces of
topie or cloth—
thread though
the groupangs,
which are improe
vised from small
sketches and then
ruthlessly edited,

According 1o

Harsh, “In paint-

ingr ... matrer is
never lost bue
changed.” The
oljects seem wo
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be alive or imprinted with human life; in
some works, they even assume the
abstracted animal forms of frog (Tropic
Life [2008]), rortoise (Galspagas [2008]) or
mastodon (Disrama [2008]1 Picasso and
Beckmann are evident influences, as are
de Chirico and Guston, bat the works
effectively and convincingly combine
abemraction and fiaration; what is depict-
ed seems o be the result of compering
constructive and destmctive impulses that
have battled to a draw. Owaele (2007, like
Cros’s Heme (2004), presents a head sit-
ting atop & tripod base, but in Harsh’s
painting, the helmet-like head regards us
with 2 myseerious equanimity. Ty
(2008) depicts what appears to be a cross
betwreen architecture and arthropod; it
suggests hath vitality and exploradon
while Flead Winli {2008}, with its sumber
palerre, was painted during hurricane and
flood season and is appropriacely both
stoke and foreboding, The household
objects compacted into a triangular
wedgge i Eud gf she Lime {2008 Fuggest
EII-E E'«'ﬂcll:lli'::ll'l ill.l:j ﬂa'«-ﬂng’jng ﬂSﬁl:ll:‘jirtl:‘i
with natural disaster, Harsh animaces and
|11ttnis|mrir_u his imagined soll lves
without Balling into the trap of narragws;
foem and content evolve smehronously
in his paintings.

Oross and Harsh’ intense subjectivity
is their shared affinity. Both arvisrs seek
picrorial amalogues for the invisible mys-
reries of the wisible woeld; hoth ciecle che
enigma of existence that most people
deny or repress and their work requires
mmaginative effort from the viewer, Such
:Jﬁﬂ'lh‘riq: high-mindt:ﬂm:m may have
seemed a5 antediluvian as Cralapagos wor-
toases in the bulligh are market of recent
ey, but after our recent financial
deluge, perhaps we are ready again to ger
serious—uo stop palling around with iro-
nists in are or politics,
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