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In the hands of many of today's younger practitioners, painting is by definition a
many-sourced thing. The small, fraught painted panels with which Martin McMur-
ray, a San Francisco artist, is making his New York debut, are beholden to Philip
Guston, Goya, Forrest Bess and George Catlin, as well as the comics, early Ameri-
can portraiture and African sculpture. Despite such widespread debts, or possibly
because of their span, Mr. McMurray's works manage to be promising.

In each image we see one or two crabbed, crudely rendered figures, or sometimes
an animal against a fairly solid ground of color or in a minimally evoked landscape.
An enigmatic, possibly tragic vignette is suggested. Some with human-headed
horses tend toward myth, although one of these is titled "Lorca." More often Ameri-
ca and its racial history are invoked.

This is most overt in "An Unlived Life," in which a hang-dog Abraham Lincoln in
overalls bends over a wheelbarrow -- the Great Emancipator in need of emancipa-
tion. In "What is [lluminated After the Storm," two brown figures -- an alert infant
and a dead or sleeping man -- occupy a sodden plain of brushwork. In "From the
Sea," another dark-skinned man perches above a vividly turquoise sea behind a viv-
idly pink fish with a monstrous face. "Versickeltes Tier (A Complicated Beast)"
shows a small, naked figure kneeling before an enormous if rather benign-looking
buffalo.

Literate without being literary and painterly in a tortured sort of way that could
become affected, these works are ambitious in several directions at once, and arrest-
ing.
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