
 
 

Blake Rayne, "Folder & Application" 
 
The artist gets worked up over the idea of work. 
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Installation view 
 
Painting is enjoying something of a revival lately, especially in Lower East Side 
galleries. Although I’ve mentioned this trend in past reviews, it’s worth adding that 
this is only the latest in a series of periodic resuscitations the medium has 
experienced since Minimalism and Conceptual Art supposedly threw the last 
shovelful of dirt on its coffin in the late 1960s. 
 
To begin with, Minimal Art had its own coterie of painters, but over the decades, the 
craft has waxed and waned in various forms. The 1970s, for example, saw 
something called New Image painting, briefly entertained in a survey of the same 
name at the Whitney Museum. In the ’80s, members of the so-called Pictures 
generation turned to painting, launching Neo-Expressionism as an international 
vogue. The ’90s gave rise to the schools of Luc Tuymans and Neo Rauch in Europe, 
to Peter Doig in the U.K., and in New York, to the figurative weirdness of John Currin 



and Lisa Yuskavage, along with a ragtag bunch—the late Steven Parrino, Steve 
DiBenedetto, Fred Tomaselli and Bill Komoski, among others—who kept plugging 
away on canvas, or something like it, in idiosyncratic fashion. 
 
For a corpse, then, painting has been exquisitely reanimated—and rereanimated—
time and again (and I haven’t even bothered to mention the painting stars coming out 
of China, India and elsewhere). Still, if the medium wasn’t killed off by Conceptualism, 
it’s been forced into a defensive crouch. Although many of the younger artists picking 
up the brush today do so intuitively, or with an anything-goes attitude, there are 
others, notably a small group around Miguel Abreu Gallery on Orchard Street, who 
employ elaborate, conceptual stratagems to justify their work. Blake Rayne is one of 
them, and his current outing showcases both the strengths and weaknesses of their 
approach. 
 
Rayne, who’s been on the circuit since the mid-’90s, isn’t a painter so much as he is 
a “painter,” whose bag of tricks has included film and installation. In his previous 
exhibit, he presented wooden shipping crates alongside a series of compositions—
sporting a geometric pattern created by successively folding and spray-painting 
canvas—for which they were presumably made. Or was it the other way around? 
Chicken-or-egg conundrums, couched as double or even triple entendres, are 
something of a staple for the artist, and they are deployed here as meditations on the 
notion of work in its different manifestations—not just as artistic oeuvre, but in the 
more mundane senses of busying oneself, or employment. More importantly, 
perhaps, the objects in this show also pivot on the differences between “fine” and 
“applied” art, as well as on the historical place of the monochrome in modern art. 
 
If that sounds like a lot to masticate, it is: As this exhibit’s title suggests, the items 
here at first blush play on the wordsfolder and application in their varying noun and 
verb forms. All-white versions of his folded paintings reprise his previous show, while 
other pieces—like Cover Letter, another all-white number draped with a giant 
letter a cut out of black felt—pun on the rituals of the job search. As an added jolt, 
Rayne has included images of bright tropical flora appropriated from textiles, and a 
sort of lo-fi take on Barnett Newman’s Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue done 
with paint-soaked towels. The overall effect is both maddeningly convoluted and 
endearingly dopey. 
 
Clearly, Rayne’s aim is to revisit reductive painting, however roundaboutly, and in 
this respect his methodology is like the one laid out in the fall 2009 issue of October, 
the art journal for hundred-pound heads. In an essay called “Painting Besides Itself,” 
Yale professor David Joselit argues for something called “transitive painting,” in 
which the canvas or panel or whatever is merely one node in a network of 
associations or visualizations that exist outside the object itself—and without which 
the work can’t really function as art. Beyond rehearsing a catchphrase to replace 
relational aesthetics as the critical chew toy du jour, Joselit seems to be making 
another in a long and somewhat repetitive line of having-your-cake-and-eating-it-too 
arguments for painting. As we all know, it’s the most comestible of art-market 
commodities, and therefore the serious artist must always carry the silver crucifix of 
difficulty to ward off the dark bite of easy money. Never mind that this is done 
precisely to sustain the puncture marks of success. 
 
Rayne, interestingly, is not mentioned in Joselit’s piece, but he’s following the 
transitive recipe to a tee. He whips up a metaphorical soufflé—enforced leisure as a 
blank-slate state—but what you’re really left with is an elegant tableau in crisp white, 
punctuated with color. The creamy formalist center may be covered with a thin 
theoretical shell, but it’s still eye candy. 


