











myriad of possibilities with the advantage of witnessing the
trajectory of every path. We can see the layout of barrier
and passage in its entirety. Moving inside the network we
experience disorientation, but also perhaps the thrill of
choice and uncertainty.

Mehretu's painting operates in this way. It offers us
two kinds of landscapes. In viewing we inhabit one and then
the other. From afar the painting might be about place but
up close it is place. If the vertical portrait is associated with a
single subject, then a horizontal expanse becomes a kind of
social space that operates from both within the frame and
between viewer and work. We are overwhelmed by the scale
of the canvas; the sheer multitude and range of images; the
impossibility of ever completely excavating the deep, multiple
layers that form its typography. But at the same time we
are mesmerized by the abundance of image, agile gesture,
washes, and precise scorings. The painting’s power resides in
these barely reconciled opposing forces of the terrible and
the sublime. The landscape of the painting is built with maps,
blueprints, schematics, and topographical charts, but also
flames, whirlwinds, explosions, and smoke. The scene might
depict destruction, but it feels like ecstasy.
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