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Thomas Lawson ‘New World’ 
Karen Rosenberg 
 
In 1981 the artist and critic Thomas Lawson published an essay 
in Artforum titled “Last Exit: Painting.” In it he argued that photo-
based painting could be just as pointed and relevant as other 
forms of appropriation art, and championed the work of David 
Salle and Jack Goldstein, among others. 

That debate has long since fizzled out, and paintings by Mr. 
Lawson, the dean of the School of Art at California Institute of 
the Arts, are now enshrined in the “Pictures Generation” show at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art. And in his most recent works, 
on view in this downtown solo organized by the Los Angeles 
curator Lauri Firstenberg, Mr. Lawson seems to have relaxed his 
defensive stance a bit. 
 
In place of difficult subject matter, like a battered child in one of 
his early paintings, he uses aggressive color combinations and 
spontaneous eruptions of pattern. And the source for his 
grouped and solo figures with their backs turned isn’t a mass-
media image; it’s Tiepolo’s fresco “The New World,” updated 
with casual street shots from Mr. Lawson’s camera phone.   
 
In “The New World: Twins” two women are menaced by a 
mysterious, simian shadow. One wears a white mask and a 
striated coat that could be a hand-me-down from Jasper Johns. 
The other is rendered as a lime-green silhouette that pops 
against the tomato-red background. 

Just as eye-catching are the two male figures in “The New 



World: Stepping Up.” Wearing baggy shorts, hands stuffed into 
their pockets, they appear to be shrugging off a shower of yellow 
stars. 

These are perplexing works. They embrace the decorative 
potential of painting, but in a guarded way — as if the paintbrush 
had to assert its superiority to the smart phone. 
 
 
 


