Kimberly Austin from Learning Normalcy, 1997, gum bichromate prints, wood, steel, 20" x 20", at

Braunstein/Quay Gallery, San Francisco.
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resented as artfully as a nurse o a con-
dom. Likewise, the gendly faded sepia
tones of Austin’s portraiture (often a nos-
talgic gimmick) act as a form of regressive
therapy, leading us back to childhood
where a remedial lesson in “normal”
identity reconstruction can begin.

Unlike Glenn Ligon, who makes text-
based works which insert his personal
iography into antebellum slave narra-
tives (“The Life and Adventures of Glenn
Ligon, a Negro who was sent to be edu-
cated among white people in the year
1966 when only about six years of age
and has continued to fraternize with them
to the present time”), Austin does not
rely on ronic distancing, or deconstruc-
tive textual games. She doesn't need to.
Her careful selection of absolutist
rhetoric, left unembellished and
unadorned, echoes the prescriptive ser-
‘mons of Hawthorne's puritanical N
England and more recently the edenic
nostalgia of William Bennet’s The Book of
Virtues—a revisionist history which
attempts to locate itselfin the simplified
ideal of a kinder, gentler prelapsarian

ast

For all the visual cues and signposts
Austin provides, her work s never didac-
tic or moralizing. She realizes that works
of art will always lack cultural transparen-
ey, existing as they do as compensatory
guides for our prodigal desires. Her
riownce is the rigid legislation of those
cs, and her art, a redressing of this
|mbalinct

—David Hunt

Kimberty Austin—Learning Normalcy closed
in March at Braunstein/Quay Gallery, San
Francisco.

David Hunt s a freelance writer in San
Francisco.



