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The Hudson Review    
 
 In Chelsea, Michael Mulhern's exhibition at Reeves Contemporary 
Gallery and Kevin Wixted's at Lohin Geduld were evidence that eloquent, bold 
abstraction as opposed to the Biennial's wispy  effusions is still alive and 
healthy. Mulhern's elusive paintings, both on canvas and paper, were 
continuations of his recent exploration of layering, concealment, and excavation 
as metaphors for lived experience and the construction of self. Subtly 
modulated expanses of dull, metallic, aluminum grey, applied with broad 
gestures, bury layers of wispy calligraphic marks, which survive mainly as 
memories but occasionally escape at the edges, haunt the thinnest passages, 
or are retrieved by scraping out. In the large works on paper, wrinkles add 
another kind of drawing, all relief and shadow. In Mulhern's most recent works, 
the underlying layers are a cinnabar red, rather like the protective coating 
applied to steel before it is painted. Emerging full strength in the narrow 
incisions of drawing, the red also tints some of the grays with almost 
imperceptible pinks, like the reflections of a setting or rising sun. Yet these 
rather romantic associations are overwhelmed by industrial ones, along with the 
inevitable connections with wounds (among other things). 
 
 These days, despite the gritty beauty of his pictures and despite their 
sensuous painterliness, Mulhern's blanketing grays have still other 
connotations for anyone who saw the smothering layers of grey debris in Iower 
Manhattan after September 11˜which includes the artist himself. Mulhern was 
forced to flee his home directly south of the World Trade Center site after 
witnessing the collapse of the South Tower from his studio windows, which 
shattered. (He and other tenants were able to return to their building only many 
months later after a long and arduous cleanup.) The way the wrinkles in 
Mulhern's large paper works simultaneously function as drawing incidents and 
as records of a difficult history reinforces such connotations. Yet none of this 
explains or determines the power of Mulhern's recent paintings. That they are 
richly associative is undeniable, but it is their raw, physical "abstractness" that 
carries these associations, the nuances of color and surface, the shifts of 
gesture and line, and the adjustments of interval and density that engage your 
eye and allow, mysteriously, a wealth of wordless ideas to assert themselves. 
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