
Ed Ruscha 1963

Ed Ruscha's oil on canvas "Standard Station, Amarillo, Texas" (1963), the de Young Museum's centerpiece, proves essential in terms of both design and metaphor.

ART REVIEW
\

2 exhihitions show
painter's influence
as endless highway
Ruscha's casual confidence helped define West
By Charles Desmarais

There are not a lot of artists like Ed Rus-
chaanymore.Theoneswhomoveinmea-
suredstepsthatsomehowneverreadas
repetitionbutasresolution:increments
towardpoeticconcision.Thatusedtobethe
wayanartistgrew.Workinginseries.Es-
tablishingarecognizablestyle.Developing
rapport. Practices unsuited to a time that
valuestheprospectivefutureoveranything
asoutdatedastoday.'Itroexhibitionsrunningconcurrentlyin
SanFranciscoprovethevalueofRuscha's
steady,casuallyconfidentapproach,devel-
opedovermorethanhalfacentury.Each
traceshiskeensenseofplace,aswellashis

construction of an individual, idiosyncratic
geography.

Themajorshow,atl51piecesinarangeof
media and scale, is ``Ed Ruscha and the
GreatAmericanWest,"openingSaturday,
July16,atthedeYoungMuseum.Itlooksat
Ruscha's continuing attention to - some
mightsayobsessionwith-hisadopted
Southern Califomia home.

Theotherpresentation,"MadeinSan
Francisco: Ed Ruscha Etchings,1982-2014,"
openedwednesday,Julyl3,atcrownpoint
Press. Since 1982, Sam Francisco's renowned
workshopandpublisherhasworkedwith
Ruschaonseveralimportantprintseries.

Acompactbutthoroughexhibitionthere-
Desmarais corttirtues ort E2

Ed Ruscha 2003

The color soft ground etching "L.A.S.F." (2oo3) is on
display with other Ruscha prints at Crown Point Press.
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Ed Ruscha 1968
Ed Ruscha's color screen print "Hollywood" (1968), on display at the de Young Museum, conveys the artist's attention to his adopted Southern California home.
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2 exhibitions explore artist's casual confidence
Desmarvis f irom Dago El

all39printshehasmade
with Crown Point master
printers-includesanum-
berofwitty,maplikeworks
thatconflateLeschgrles
and Sam Francisco streets.
Itmakesafine,free-admis-
sioncomplementtothe
malneventatthemuseum.

Interestingly,both
shows reveal Ruscha to
be,probablybynature,an
artist in line with tradi-
tions he once seemed to
be subverting. It has been
a source of fascination to
me, as I have watched art
historyunfoldinreal
timeoverseveraldecades,
to see the work of chal-
1engingartistsrefineand
explainitself.

Thestrongestwork
becomesahigh-water
mark, the measure of all
that comes afterward. But
nomatterhowstartlingat
firstsight,ittakesits
placeinthecontinuum.
W.hat was once new and
apart is now inextricable
fromthewhole,explained
bythehistoryithas
helpedtomake.

nesignandmetaphor
Thekeynoteimageof

thedeYoungexhibition,
presented on a central
ivalljustpasttheentrance
gallery,isthe1963paint-
ing"StandardStation,
Amarillo, Texas." We can
nolongerremembera
time when this was not a
famous picture - it was
born an icon, it seems.

Its strength is part
design - a dense black
wedgethrustsleftas
everythingelsecharges
right - and part meta-
phor:Thoseyellowforms
mayindicateklieglights
celebratingtheascen-
dencyoftheautomobile
(and, thus, of Los Ange-
1es,of America),butthey
couldjustaseasilybe
searchlights. They scan
thecloudlessnightskyas
five stocky soldiers stand
readytodefendanden-
force our standard.

Seeingitinreproduc-
tionagainandagainmay
inure us to subtle but
deep satisfactions of the
work as a painting. Ten
feet across and more than
5feethigh,itisanimpos-
ingobjeat,withclearly

visible brush marks in-
dicatingthatitishand-
made.

ButRuschaingeniously
emphasizesthepicture's
schematic quality - keep-
ingittentativebutalso
idealizingit-byextend-
ingafewlinespastthe
formtheydescribe.We
are reminded of architec-
turaldrawingsorRenais-
sance perspective studies.

Fbeusontheroad
Particularlyintriguing,

andgenerallynotvisible
ingreatlyreducedrepro-
duction, is the inclusion of
prices on some of the
pump meters, at 27.9 cents
pergallon.It'sasupefflu-
ousdocumentarydetail
thatgroundstheworkin
time,outofkeepingwith
thework'sgraphicsim-
plicity.Yetwhatmessage
about value would have
beensent,hadthepumps
rackeduparowofzeros?"Standard Station" is a

good choice as a focal
image, given the central
place the automobile and
the road hold in both the
American West and in
much of Ruscha's work.

Buttheexhibitionorga-
nizer, Karin Breuer, prob-
ablyalsohadanother
reason to select it. She is
curatorinchargeofthe
prints and drawings de-
partment(calledthe
Achenbach Foundation
fortheGraphicArts)of
the Fine Arts Museums of
San Francisco, of which
thedeYoungisapart.

In 2ooo the Achenbach
acquiredacomprehensive
archiveofeveryeditioned
printandphotograph,
plusproofsatvarious
stages - a total of more
than 1,loo works - as
well as impressions of all
futuregraphicoutput.

The current exhibition
is an opportunity to show
nearlylooobjectsfrom
that archive, in the context
ofimportantpaintings
anddrawingsboITowed
from other museums and
private collectors. It
works. It would be tendfic
toseeafullretrospective,
particularlyifitincluded
moreofthegroundbreak-
ingpaintingsfromthe
196os, but the costs and
logisticsofthatwould
presentahighhurdle.
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Ed Ruscha 1962

Ruscha's gelatin silver print "Standard Station, Amarillo, Texas" (1g62) inspired him to paint the subject.

what1findespecially
laudable about the show is
that it shares a resource
thatisoneoftheBay
Area'sgreattreasures,
thoughonethatistoo
little known or used.

Crucialforceinpoparf
Permutations of the``Standard Station" theme

abound, both in the art-
ist'smultipleworksandin
hispaintings,andmanyof
them are shown here. A
1962 photograph - one of
thefirstamongmany
deadpandocumentsof
American commercial
and social artifacts that
makeupasubstantial
subgenreofRuscha's
output - provided the
originalinspiration.

Alsoincludedisastudy
drawingfromthatsame
year;1995-96and2oo3
paintingsdepictingthe
stationonfire,ordarkly
outlinedinafire-redsky;
andprintsfromlgg6(the
station silhouetted
againstasmoggysunset),
2oo3(lostinlayeredred
haze) and 2oll (``Ghost
Station, " blind-embossed
inwhite-on-white).

Ruscha's career took off
rightafterhegraduatdd
from art school, when he
wasiricludedinaseminal
1962exhibitionthatin-
troducedpopart,even
before there was a name
forit.Buthisartquickly
provedtobemorecompli-
catedthanpop,if not
confounding.

Overthedecade,while
continuingtopaintand
draw, he made several
inexpensivelyprinted
books that have since
provedtobeamonghis
most influential works of
art. ``Twentysix Gasoline
Stations," ``Some Los
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Ed Ftuscha and the Great
American West: 9:30
a.in.-5:15 p.in. Tuesdays-
Sundays. Saturday, July
16-Oct. 9. Slo-$20. De
Young Museum, Golden
Gate Park, 50 Hagiwara
Tea Garden Drive, S.F.
(415) 750-3600. http://
deyoung.famsf.org
Made in Sam Francisco=
Ed Ruscha Etchings,
1982-2014: 10 a.in.-5 p.in.
Mondays,10 a.in.-6 p.in.
Tuesdays-Saturdays.
Through Sept. 3. Free.
Crown Point Press, 20
Hawthorne St., S.F. (415)
TJil4rc;Z73.WWW.CICNIn
point.Com

AngelesApartments,""EveryBuildingonthe
Sunset Strip" and "Nine
SwimmingPools"repro-
duced small collections of
casuallymade,black-and-
whitephotographsthat
documentednondescript
examplesoftheirtitle
subjects.

Today,wemightthink
of the look as ``slacker
art."Butthatexpressibn-
lessaffectsetaconceptual
tonethat,puxposelyand
literally,paledinc,ompari-
son to the Abstract Ex-
pressionistideasRuscha
had learned in art school
andthatheandhisgener-
ationweretryingtoshed.

Places,notprple
Meanwhile, those little

books - though they
disguisedtheartist's
extraordinaryskillsasa
draftsman,painterand
printmaker - are key to
understandingRuscha's
love of the detail amid a
broadexpanse.Theyare
also,veryobviously,de-
voidofhumanactivity.

In fact,virtuallyall
Ruschapictures,regard-

Ed Ruscha 1988

Ruscha's "Rooster" (1988), color aquatint with hard
ground etching, is on display at Crown Point Press.

less of medium, are un-
peopled.Theymakeme
thinkthattheplacesthey
depict are silent as well -
agreatirony,becauseso
manyofthemarefilled
with words. For all their
witandhumor,theyare
seldom cheerful: The rare
picturewithasky.thatis
notacridorgrayintone
seems more sardonic than
joyous,particularlywitha
phrase emblazoned
across the surface like,"Honey ... I twisted
throughmoredamntraf-
fictogethere."Or,more

succinctly, "Adios. "
Ruscha's "American

West"isaplaceofhisown
invention,thedeYoung
exhibition shows us. Even
with its visual attractions
and comic amusements, it
is inescapably, vastly
hollow,alandscapewhere
all the sounds are echoes.

Charles Desmarais is The
San Francisco chronicle's
art critic. Email..
edesmarais@
sfichronicle.comTevitter..
@Artgay 1                           ,
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