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Between
looking
and being
looked at

By CHRISTOPHER KNIGHT
Times Staff Writer

When a figure turns up in re-
cent paintings by William Lea-
vitt, it's difficult to determine his
or her exact location in space.
Usually cropped at the chest or
cut off at the knees and illumi-
nated by a source that does not
always correspond with the light
infusing the landscape, the fig-
ure doesn't quite fit into the com-
mon world. The effect, subtle
rather than stark, is disquieting
— yet readily recognizable.

Leavitt is showing seven
paintings from the last two years
at Margo Leavin Gallery, along
with two drawings. Most of the
paintings are wide horizontals,
crossing the expanse of a dis-
tinctly L.A.-style landscape with
| the format of a movie or wide-
| screen TV. Against this back-
drop, the cropped figures are
captured as if by a zoom lens.

Leavitt doesn't hide his
brushstrokes, but he does make
them seamless and uniform. The
application of paint yields a
smooth, consistent surface
across the image. The continuity
is more photographic than
painterly, without being stylisti-
cally Photorealist. Seamless

paint helps the brain accept —
without immediately question-
ing — the logic of sudden, dra-
matic and no doubt impossible
jumps in space. Yet it also sug-
gests the privileges of painting
over photography.

“Girl in Green Coat Walking
at Dusk” shows exactly that. Set
against a silvery sky on a residen-
tial hillside street, the smiling
young woman bundled in a styl-
ish overcoat walks directly
toward you, as if in anticipation
of a greeting.

Oddly, however, receding blue
curtains at the right carve out
the edge of a domestic interior.
Indoors and outdoors abruptly
collide.

Where are you standing in
this scenario? Are you located
out on the street to meet the girl?
Or are you indoors being Gladys
Kravitz, spying on a passerby?
Leavitt choreographs a quiet

dance between looking and be- '

ing looked at, where dislocation
is the order of the day.

Another painting shows two
summery figures in the back-
ground, standing in a dappled
pond or stream, while a third
wearing a business suit is
slammed up against the fore-
ground picture-plane. It's titled
“Alien Baptism," which could
serve as amotto for what the art-
ist seems to be after iri his work.

The source for this sort of de-
stabilizing compositional ma-
neuver is venerable — Edouard
Manet'’s 1863 “Luncheon on the
Grass,” a Modern visual mani-
festo on an artist's freedom to in-

vent in order to create a desired |

effect. The responsibility of the
reality on the canvas is to illumi-
nate the world outside it, not to

follow the rules of nature or soci-
ety. Leavitt drags that Modern
painting tradition into a post-
modern era dominated by the
analog and digital phantoms of
media, slyly refreshing and revi-
talizing it along the way.

Margo Leavin Gallery, 812 N. Robertson
Blvd, West Hollywood, (310) 273-0603,
through Feb. 1. Closed Sundays and
Mondays.
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CHALLENGING PERSPECTIVE: William Leavitt's “Girl in a Green Coat Walking at Dusk" cleverly dislocates the viewer and
blurs the lines between indoors and outdoors. Leavilt is showing paintings and drawings at the Margo Leavin Gallery through Feb. 11.



