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Deconstructed Painting 
Some Younger Artists in the 1980s 

Holland Cotter 

he 1979 exhibition "The Planar Dimension: Europe 

1912-1932" at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum 

in New York was a fortuitously timed show. It ended 

one decade and began another, as its curatorial division of 

early modernist constructed work into a Cubist exploration of 

space and a Dadaist "desacralization of the conventional 

mystique of the painted canvas"l provided a neat model for 

the dominant constructive trends in the 1970s and 1980s 

respectively-years in which the meaning and even the 

morphology of "construction" in painting was problematized 
and changed. 

In the seventies, Frank Stella offered a dynamic state- 

ment of the classic constructive paradigm: the interplay of 

two- and three-dimensionality in which properties of wall- 

dependent painting and space-defining sculpture were 

united. Even if Stella's extension of the modernist tradition 

was more ingenious than revolutionary,2 it established a 

point of reference for a number of painters who formulated 

their mature work in that decade-Elizabeth Murray, James 

Biederman, Sean Scully, Harvey Quaytman, and Stuart Dia- 

mond among them-some of whom were doing constructed 

painting earlier than Stella himself. In the same period, other 

artists explored constructive issues in less unorthodox ways. 

By attacking the solidity of the painting's two-dimensional 

support, they offered a pliant, organic alternative to Stella's 

aggrandizing mode. Alan Shields's tie-dyed, stitched cloth 

constructions; Miriam Schapiro's fan-shaped paint and fabric 

collages; Sam Gilliam's painted canvas, draped in cur- 

tainlike swags (see p. 10, fig. 1); Robert Kushner's paintings- 
as-costumes-all unseated formal and conceptual hier- 

archies, to suggest construction's larger conceptual 

implications.3 

Although a number of young painters in the eighties 
followed Stella's path,4 others-and they are the ones I will 

primarily consider here-directed constructed work along 
more narrowly critical lines. In their theory-driven aesthetic, 
often tagged "Neoconceptualist," neither the art object nor, 

by extension, the artist was regarded as producer of anything 
(an emotion, an ethic, an aura); rather, they were products, 

constructs, of the culture from which they emerged. The 

traditional aesthetic allure of originality, expressive gesture, 

and inspiration fell into disrepute. Discrete formal catego- 

ries, which had proliferated in the seventies, when construc- 

tive work coexisted with earth art, performance art, mail art, 

video, body art, and process art, were now regarded as 

meaningless. Categories were useful only when drawn upon 
to ape formalism itself, as, for example, in the mid-eighties 

paintings of Stephen Parrino, in which the canvas (actually 
often vinyl) was yanked away from the corners of the stretcher 

bar, or left hanging limply over it, as if pulled beyond 
endurance into a state of exhausted dishabille. This was 

painting not only desacrilized but literally deconstructed. 

Taken apart and put together again "wrong," it was reduced 

to a cartoon impersonation of its mythic glamour and became 

yet another fragment in the floating world of autonomous signs 
which, it was proposed, comprised late twentieth-century 
Western culture. 

Interestingly, the eighties had started with what looked 

like a formalist retrenchment in the phenomenon of Julian 

Schnabel and the "return" of painting. Exemplary of the 

American Neoexpressionism of his period, Schnabel is of 

concern to us here for the way he pushed factural painting 
into a fully constructed mode. An exaggerated impasto has, 
of course, a long history of uses, from increasing the paint- 

ing's value by materially affirming the touch of the master (as 

in the case of Rembrandt),5 to beefing up volume in order to 

catch the eye of a clamorous but input-stunned twentieth- 

century art audience (Larry Poons's post-Op paintings, for 

instance). Schnabel pushed all of this beyond hyperbole with 

his signature device of supplementing paint-ladened sur- 

faces with pieces of broken dishes (fig. 1). In a stroke, he 

relocated Expressionism on a conceptual spectrum running 
from tragicomedy to farce and turned its foundation myth of 

stylistic and psychic organicity into a choppy, patched- 

together, disintegrative relief. 

Schnabel's use of an assisted impasto found an un- 

usual correspondence in the work of Tishan Hsu, with whom 

we leave Neoexpressionism behind. Trained as an architect, 
Hsu began in the early eighties to make relief paintings from 

a malleable substance molded over wooden supports. The 

compound created raised surfaces with a mock-organic fac- 

ture of subtle mounds and indentations. Hsu also painted 
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F I G. 1 Julian Schnabel, The Student of Prague, 1983, oil, plates, wood, and Bondo on wood, 116 x 228 inches. Courtesy Pace Gallery, New York. 

swellings and hollows on surfaces left free of the compound, 

thereby blurring the line between illusionistic and material 

construction and implying they might not be significantly 
different things (fig. 2). Wall-dependent and sometimes en- 

hanced with protruding metal handles, Hsu's paintings 
hinted at numerous prosaic cognates, from car bumpers to 

stereo speakers to science-fiction hardware, but they also 

had the unnerving fascination of artificial life forms moving 

out into "our" space. 
One of the achievements of seventies constructed work 

was its rejection of formalism's essentialist views of the art 

object as a self-generated, hermetic, metacultural entity. 

Stella's industrial honeycomb aluminum, for example, called 

attention to the pragmatic realities of arts manufacture as 

surely as Shields's needlework did. Neoconceptualism ex- 

tended this demystification by using the vocabulary of mod- 

ernism while refusing to rehabilitate it to a condition of vigor. 

Instead, in a spirit of investigative irony, it reconfigured its 

most conspicuous features. Examples abound. George Condo 

painted virtuosic fantasias on modernist images-a Picasso 

nude, a late Gorky abstraction-and emphasized the eclec- 

tic, vicarious nature of his approach by littering his canvas 

surfaces with loosely attached sheets of paper, as if, in work 

so completely built upon the past, sketches and notes for 

paintings would do as equivalents of paintings themselves. 

Similarly, Philip Taaffe's work was thoroughly constructed, 

although it seldom included a dimensional component. His 

paintings were, in effect, meticulous and extremely art- 

literate editing jobs in which he physically incorporated cut- 

out fragments of motifs from earlier modernists such as 

Clyfford Still and Barnett Newman into decorative collage 

compositions. The New York School artists Taaffe used were 

often those whose aesthetics included a heroizing, spiritual 

dimension, and the concept of art as a spiritual vehicle 

recurs, with more or less irony, throughout Taaffe's work: the 

centerpiece of his last New York show was an enormous 

shaped painting resembling the design of a Gothic rose 

window. 

A failure of aesthetic faith is certainly a theme of 

Christian Eckart's work. Like Taaffe and Condo, he looks to 

art history for his sources, but refers back to a period when 

painting had specific religious valence. His Andachtsbild 

("devotional painting") series from the mid and late eighties 
was derived from the familiar image of Cimabue's Crucifix 
from the church of Santa Croce in Florence, which was 

exhibited for a time in New York. Itself a constructed work- 

its crossed bars end in panellike rectangular protrusions 

that hold figures subordinate to the central Christ-Eckart 

adopted its bare material components for his abstract geo- 

metric paintings. These consisted largely of heavy gold 

frames enclosing sheets of formica or panels painted with 

gesturally enlivened gold leaf, solid blue, or purple. Modern- 

ist abstraction itself is Eckart's fragmented icon, as his White 

Painting #611 (fig. 3), adapting Kazimir Malevich's title, 

makes clear. Here, however, the division of the blank "paint- 

ing" into five vertically unaligned segments makes the site of 

nonobjective purity a discontinuous and potentially shifting 

field. Other asymmetrical paintings have frames within 
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FIG. 2 Tishan Hsu, Institutional Body, 1986, acrylic, alkyd compound, and 
oil on wood, 84 x 47 x 4 inches. Collection of Ruth and Jacob Bloom, 
Los Angeles. Courtesy Pat Hearn Gallery, New York. 

FIG. 3 Christian Eckart, White Painting #611,1988, Formica on birch plywood 
and 23-carat gold leaf on pine and poplar moldings, 6612 x 84Y2 inches. 81 
Private collection. Courtesy Massimo Audiello Gallery, New York. 

frames and cutout rectangles at their centers; while still 

others consist of a frame alone, enclosing space. Altogether, 

Eckart's work began and ended with a single constructive 

conceit: to enshrine abstraction's transcendent promise, even 

if that proved to be, after all, mere emptiness. 

If Eckart's work was to some degree a guardedly literal 

effort to reframe painting's mythical charisma, other artists 

used a constructed rhetoric to less optimistic ends. Meyer 

Vaisman's The Left Behind and The Graying States (fig. 4) 

comprised canvases on deep boxlike stretchers stacked up 

sculpturally, four and five deep against the wall. Some were 

escutcheon-shaped, others round-edged like soft office fur- 

niture; most were covered with the enlarged, photo- 
transferred image of the weave of canvas itself. Other ele- 

ments in Vaisman's work of this time included photographic 

images of shattered glass, ancient royal-portrait coins, car- 

toon versions of Vaisman's own face, and a constructed baby- 
blue ornamental frame holding a glutinous shitlike substance 

pressed under glass. With Vaisman's work we arrive, in 

effect, at essentialism's dark side: where Clement Greenberg 
saw "the best" abstract painting as ineluctable, Vaisman saw 

all painting as barely defensible. Everything in these works, 

from their hollow, space-hogging construction to their em- 

blems of mock hagiography and scatology, suggests the delib- 

erately inflated send-up of a moribund endeavor. 

By no means all of the constructed painters of the 

eighties operated from so adamantly critical a position; the 

decade also produced artists who were careful to maintain a 

tension between the theory-heavy context in which they oper- 
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ated and a formalism rooted in tradition. The painters Ron 

Janowich, Ken Sofer, Will Mentor, James Wang, Christopher 
Lucas, and Moira Dryer come to mind. Dryer's work operates 

I particularly well within the picture defined by her Neocon- 

_ B Ic1 eptualist colleagues of the period. Her small-scale con- 

structed paintings from the mid eighties-which typically 

/f_L^- - - - _ ? r!__ dealing with jerry-built props meant to give the illusion of 
J ;.^_ > i~~~~~~ ~solidity seems operative in her tough but sometimes fragile- 

F IG. 4 Meyer Vaisman, The Graying States 1987 process inks on canvas, looking work. She also borrows undisguisedly from earlier 
90 x 145Y4 x 9 inches. Private collection. Courtesy Leo Castelli Gallery, art and has said that she considers the permission to adapt New York. 

history in this fashion to be the chief benefit of a postmodern- 

ist spirit from which she feels, in other respects, distant.6 

For Dryer is not, as Jeanne Siegel has noted, "in the 

Deconstructivist camp."7 Instead, the basis of the work 

resides in its personal, even autobiographical content. This 

:82-Dryer' is in paefrt conveyed by the work's seeming formal noncha- 

lance-its odd, spare parts, its skewed suspension, its 

combination of Op designs and Pop colors with organic sub- 

stances like weathered wood, its refusal to consolidate a 

signature style. It is also apparent in the fact that the compo- 

nents are too abstract to serve as specific cultural referents; 

they give the impression of having been idiosyncratically and 

jectivity as a conceptual binder-certainly set her apart 

FIG. 5 Moira Dryer, Another Noise, 1986, casein, lacquer, wood and metal, from the prevailing Neoconceptualist dialectic. It should be 
two panels, 25 x 39 inches and 24 x 24 inches. Private collection. Courtesy said, however, that the "personal" here is a long way from 
Mary Boone Gallery, New York. 

assuming a traditional expressive form. The fact that the 

delicately painted, landscapelike swirls in a recent piece 
were derived from the patterns of Dryer's own thumbprint 
both epitomizes the intimacy of her vision and indicates how 

self-conscious a set of constructs authorship, originality, and 

subjectivity-and indeed the foundations upon which the 

modernist superstructure was built-remain for many art- 

ists, as the nineties begin. _ 

Notes 

1. Margit Rowell, The Planar Dimension: Europe 1912-1932, exh. cat. (New York: 
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 1979), 26. 

2. For a consideration of Stella's postmodernist status, see Peter Halley, "Frank Stella 
and the Simulacrum," Flash Art, no. 126 (February/March 1986): 32-35. 
3. See Patricia Leighton, "Editor's Statement," Art Journal 47 (Winter 1988): 
269-76. 

4. I am defining as "young" artists under forty years of age, or slightly older artists 
whose careers effectively began in the 1980s. 
5. According to Svetlana Alpers's Rembrandt's Enterprise: The Studio and the Market 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), passim. 
6. Moira Dryer, interviewed by Lily Wei in "Talking Abstract, Part Two," Art in 
America 76 (December 1976): 126. 

7. Jeanne Siegel, "Moira Dryer," Arts Magazine 62 (Summer 1988): 95. 
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