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Even those of us enamored of this city know that sometimes New York is just too New York-
y. The art world, for instance, tends to favor local painting and sculpture over imports from
the west — west of the Hudson, that is. The problem is that art championed by MoMA, the
Whitney and other New York institutions is more likely to gain international attention and
even canonical stature, whether it deserves it or not.

Happily, a new exhibition at the Matthew Marks Gallery attempts to undo the geographic
bias. Summer is the season of the sprawling group show, and the most satisfying one
around now is "What Nerve! Alternative Figures in American Art, 1960 to the Present.”
Occupying three spaces on West 22nd Street, the exhibition brings together some 19,
mostly under-known artists who represent a spirited assault on the art of the capital. They
have a few things in common. They don'’t live in New York; they don't give a hoot about the
less-is-more forms of abstract painting; and frankly, they're not avatars of good taste.

Karl Wirsum, "Chairy Blossom," 1969. Painted metal lawn chair. (Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery)
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Rather, they're proud to be bad-taste people — with all that implies about finding
inspiration in such once-disreputable vernacular sources as cartooning, illustration and
advertising. Their work can be raunchy and chaotic. It abounds with such pop-culture
staples as figures with big hair and swelling muscles. Some of the objects would look more
at home in a thrift shop, most notably, Suellen Rocca's “Purse Curse,” of 1968, a plastic
pocketbook inscribed with a smoochy couple. | can't decide if it's just damn cute or a
brilliant work riffing on pristine geometry of Minimalist sculpture.

Suellen Rocca, "Purse Curse," 1968. Qil on plastic purse. (Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery)

The show is comprised of four loosely-related regional schools that flourished from
the 1960s to the 1980s in several cities. Some are already nationally known, such as the
Chicago collective Hairy Who (which includes Jim Nutt, his wife Gladys Nilsson, Rocca, and
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