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his efforts, I think he primarily labored for himself. And for him, alas, 
this was tragic, as is the fate of all others who seek salvation in art.

Whatever else it accomplished, Morris’s project showed that art-
making is not the prerogative of a few special human beings, but a 
commonplace fact of creative nature. Kandinsky once wrote that the 
art of children far surpassed the art of adults. Yet it seems to me that 
the works of animals are often better than those crafted by kids. 
Certainly Congo’s paintings looked more aesthetically sophisticated, 
resolved. The exhibition was long on Congos (ten of the ape’s paintings 
were on display) and short on Pollocks (the artist was represented by a 
single ink drawing of negligible quality from 1951). The imbalance 
symbolized a missed opportunity, as the show could have been a worth-
while paragone between two notable makers of midcentury abstraction. 
Instead, it was merely a weak joke on Pollock.

—Donald Kuspit

Gene Beery
BODEGA

Gene Beery’s life is thoroughly imbricated with his art, so to fully 
understand this mini-survey, a little background is in order. In the early 
1960s, Beery did the New York art thing: He worked at the Museum 
of Modern Art, became friends with Sol LeWitt and James Rosenquist, 
and with his text-centric neo-Dadaist paintings landed a 1963 debut at 
Alexander Iolas’s renowned gallery. Then, abruptly, he bolted to Cali-
fornia, where he ended up settling in the foothills of the Sierra Nevadas 
on a remote plot that he dubbed the Logoscape Ranch. He’s lived there 

with his family ever since, pep-
pering his bucolic environs with 
paintings that have come to func-
tion almost diaristically, in a sig-
nature mixture of the highfalutin 
and the goofy.

Reiterating a 2019 presentation 
at Cushion Works in San Fran-
cisco, the exhibition at Bodega 
gathered pieces from the 1970s 
through the early aughts—the 
Logoscape era. The works were 
dated, for the most part, by 
decade. The earlier paintings on 
view cram screwball, vaguely 
personal texts into informatic 
forms—the map, the calendar, 
the diagram, or, as in Parenthood 
Art, 1970s, a colorful thermome-
ter representing the titular “move-
ment,” invented by the artist, to 
be the hottest, beyond boiling. 
Such reflections on the culture 
industry persisted alongside ear-
nest musings on capital-A Art 

and fragmentary observations on daily life as the years rolled on. Even-
tually all of Beery’s formal devices fell away, resulting in the artist’s 
format of choice since the 1990s: blank white canvases bearing gleeful, 
all-caps declarations in black acrylic. He produced them seemingly in 
droves, their ambit broad enough to encompass daily chores (as embod-
ied, for example, by one reading split wood! but also materialize 
art of the amazing “ordinary”!!!); reflections on the standards and 
limits of art (what is the formula for originality? amusing?); 

and the evocative, as characterized by a painting that reads the 
worlds greatest nonperforming arrhythmic percussionist, 
a phrasing that could either describe Beery as an artist or merely offer 
a reflection on running a rustic household with his wife, Florence. What 
the works express indirectly is how the constraints on his time caused 
him to speed up his output; on one canvas made sometime during the 
2000s is written i am simply recording essences expediently! 
With his fusion of flow with form, his anarchic sensibility, and his 
rejection of the boundary between art and “non-art reality,” as George 
Maciunas put it in his famous manifesto, Beery may be the last living 
Fluxus artist, despite never having hooked up with that movement 
while in New York. 

Alongside his paintings, the show presented a sampling of the 
snippet-like videos Beery has been making over the years, which cap-
ture absurdist scenarios that resemble homestyle Happenings (some-
one introduce this man to TikTok!), and his artist books, which 
became his primary medium from the later 1970s into the 1990s. 
Manifesto!, 1978, contains a series of declarations that express Beery’s 
philosophies (“The true visual artist naturally creates nothing but 
art”) under headings such as the self-mocking “Mounting Fiasco!” 
that variously pun on the work’s title. A few, such as the fantastic 
Beastomania, 1979, unleash the graphic talent often restrained in the 
paintings. This work’s spare yet bold images depict critters such as the 
Fatalistic Walrus, one of whose tusks has turned into a smoldering 
cigarette, the fumes of which form an elegant double helix, and the 
title page’s Right Turning Moose, featuring the animal’s unmistakable 
silhouette with action lines radiating from its starboard horn. Across 
these volumes, Beery’s creative drive benefits from the sequencing and 
juxtaposition of one utterance and the next, an effect that the exhibi-
tion effectively replicates by focusing on the later text works. Like-
wise the terrific book by the show’s co-organizers, Nick Irvin and 
Jordan Stein, which presents a selection of the diaristic digital pho-
tographs Beery has sent in email blasts to his friends and associates 
since the mid-2000s. Sometimes overlaid with a message in a colorful 
typeface, they offer poignant musings and glimpses of Beery’s paint-
ings as they live in situ—hanging over the kitchen sink, worn as a 
mask on the artist’s face, lying in a makeshift grave, standing like a 
signpost in the snow. 

—Domenick Ammirati

Serena Stevens
POSTMASTERS

If the various isolative protocols necessitated by the recent lockdown 
have changed our relationship with the wider world, they have just as 
surely reshaped the ways we perceive and inhabit our own personal 
spaces. The altered rhythms of these pandemic days have made us sud-
denly aware of the heretofore unfamiliar: a pet’s midday routines, for 
instance, or a graceful slant of afternoon light that has always been 
present in our absence. These attentional shifts can have the effect of 
making captivating, and even profound, what had previously seemed 
like inconsequential minutiae. In the work of Iowa City–based painter 
Serena Stevens, whose “Iowa Dreams” marked her first solo show in 
New York, an especially keen attentiveness to the particularities of the 
newly present domestic world is translated into assured and nuanced 
figurative paintings. Her heightened sensitivity to the play of light on 
architecture, furniture, and objects suggests the quiet lambency of Danish 
painter Vilhelm Hammershøi’s sublimely muted interiors crossed with 
Philip Pearlstein’s jazzy spatiality and palette. (In place of the latter’s 
signature nudes, the bodies of lolling cats populate her interiors.) 

212   ARTFORUM

Gene Beery, What  
Is the Formula?,  

ca. 2000s, acrylic  
on canvas, 20 × 16".


