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Martin WWong

P.P.O.W.
By the time Martin Wong died of AIDS,
in 1999 at the age of 53, he had left be-
hind a legacy of paintings, photographs,
and writings that perfectly captured the
zeitgeist of the Lower East Side. Now,
more than a decade after his death and
his 1998 retrospective at the New Mu- *
seum, Wong and his legacy are ripe for
reexamination, as this moving survey,
curated by artist Adam Putnam, proved.
Wong wove myths out of the aban-
doned storefronts and boarded-up tene-
ment buildings of his neighborhood. In
the painting Everything Must Go (1983),
a bulldozed lot becomes a war-torn
landscape while gold-flecked constella-
tions glisten in the sky above. Stars are
a signature element in Wong’s vocabu-
lary, as are hands performing sign lan-
guage, often spelling out the poetic
texts in his works. Stanton Near Forsyth
Street (1983), for example, is a tour de
force of Wong's iconography. “Morning
at the edge of time it never really mat-
tered” is painted across the top of the
picture, with a pattern of chubby hands
beneath it spelling the phrase. The
hands collide with constellations in the
sky—a highly romantic interpretation
of a New York City evening—while two
shadowy figures stand in front of empty

buildings on the
bleak street.

This artist’s
love for the city
is evident in his
personal magic
realism, an ap-
proach that cele-
brates the urban
street life of the
1980s and "90s,
when the Lower
East Side was far
grittier than it is
today. For a more
accurate docu-
mentation of his
locale, the exhi-
bition included a
fascinating selec-
tion of photocol-
lages made by
Wong in prepara-
tion for his
paintings based
on location shots of vacant lots. Snap-
shots, faded with time, conveyed the
poverty of the period, but also the vi-
brancy erased by the upscale hotels and
bars now filling these spaces.

— Barbara Pollack
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Martin Wang, Stanton Near Forsyth Street, 1983, acrylic on canvas, 48" x 64"



