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To date, Neo-Surrealism’ v
has given every indication
of becoming a non- ‘
movement. Despite the
recognizability of '
Surrealist trademarks, and "
the individual popularity of .
some of its most gifled
practitioners, il secius
destined to achieve a
measure of internal art
world importance withoutl
necessarily challenging
expressionism {or the
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l.\ IoL all art movemenls require a CONSENsus of opinion Lo Mt Kune, Unititied, 1984, Acryl
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achieve their gOﬂlS. Cerlain clusters of arlists, whase mubual ilan Kune, Untitied, 1984, Aerylie on canvas, 09 x 6¢". Conrteny Pat Hearn Gallery.

similarities only become apparent under the forced coliesiveness of a
label, seem able Lo resist the total dissemination of their work into a.
trend. In other cases the label sticks, bul may lead the viewer lo
conclude erroneously that the arlists concerned shaye a common
point of departure.

To date, neo-Surrealism has given every indication ol hecoming a
non-movement.. Despite the’ recognizability of Surrealist. Lrade-
marks, and the individual popularity ol some of its most gilted
practitioners, it seems destined Lo achieve a measure of internal art
world importance without pecessarily challenging expressionism for
the crown. In the event, however, thal neu-_%‘urre:nlism hecomes a
contender, it is difficult to imagine its late followers developing
variations on the common themes that can approach the innovations
created so far. For a non-movement to produce arlists wilth the
importance of many current neo-Surrealists, the local bandwagon
must be kept under lock and key for as long as possible. 1T for no
other reason, the best neo-Surrealists have now had an opportunily
to develop their visions wilhout the added hindrance of growing up
in public. ' = '

Although neo-Surrealism has cone about. without nationalistic
apron strings, recent German paintling has served as a sympathetic
backdrop for its emergence. ‘A number of mid-carcer expressionisls,
especially Lupertz and Immendorff, had provided a framework for
‘evocalive symbolism and illusionistic conlours as carly as the mid-
1970s. A fully conscious exploration of recognizable surreal malerial
did not occur until a few years later, with the first mature works of
Jiri Doukoupil and Milan Kunc, both Czechoslovakian nationals who'
have since relocated in West Germany. Their work in particular ties
the brooding pessimisin of expressionist content with a carloonish
imagery " that half-belies its unblinking scourge of political *Lo-
talitarianism. Against the panoply of German expressionism, the
works of Doukoupil and Kunc stand oul with greater coherence than
the comparatively derivative paintings of Mittendorf and Felting,
and they scem Lo have become the proper heirs Lo the pattern of
innovation begun by Baselitz, Polke, and PPenck a decade ago.

In the United States, there are many more threads Lo weave
together in pursuit of neo-Surrealisni. l’orh:up.s l.h'c'mu:';l. vilal, :lll)('-il.
unexpected, source has been the late work of Philip Guston and its
dissmination throuph the ovenment once known s “New limage
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. . ’ Peter SehuyfT,
Untitled, $984. Oil on found painting, 45 x 667, Courlesy Pal Hearn Gallery.

Austé, Urda and Shelmer:
l!l_ﬁ'z!-RR. Aerylicand oil on canvas, 77% 2 56". Couriesy Tracey Garet Gal
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| Painting.” The return of imagery to gestural painting was a hesitant

'step,f,’wil.h the ‘carved’ impastoes and dreamlike imagery. ol Lois
Lane; for example, occupying roughly the same formalist position as
the effulgent gestural mannerism of Jedd Garet. Yet it is Garel who

energetic hedonism of his: colors and handling, bul even more
‘through his casual appropriation of source material from de Chirico,
Man Ray, and other Surrealist pioneers. Nevertheless, with most of
the al;tention in 1980 going Lo expressionism’s revival, il was easy Lo
overlook Garet's dandified unconscious. At least until Kenny Scharf
came.along. .. o

. Kenny Scharf has, among olher things, made neo-Surrealism
popular through his bold hybridization of Surrealisin and Pop. By
launching his Jetsons into outer space, nol to mention challenging
"the paintbrush’s hegemony through his skillful maniputation of the
spray can, Scharf reversed the equation wherehy Surrealism used
aulomatisim Lo make the invisible visible. Instead, he made the
mundane fantastic, thus circumscribing the Surrealist method into a
studio technique that left both subject and trealment. completely
idiomatic, fully lacking in psychological nuance. Within his short
career, Kenny Scharl has commanhdeered an entire voeabulary of
‘subeqnscious’ material, with his sole aim being the ereation of an art
that revels in superficial optical pleasure.

without failing entirely within its domain, it has done so by indulging

Vool the peculiarly American appetite for visual gluttony. The most

casunl; glance at 1930s Surrealism indicates a cadre of radical
aesthielicians whose links to Victorian morality allowed them free
reign, to Jdialecticize between repression and indulgence of the
_viewar's libido. Not uncoincidentally, few of them are noted for
achieyement in the realm of color, which would in [act, have inhibited
Lheir:gonl of moral radicalism by de-ileralizing the all-important
‘imagery. By contrast, most of the neo-Surrealists seem to have
created a genre which heralds the return of color Lo the forefront of
painterly concerns.. '

- Like Kenny Scharf, Peter Schuyff epitomizes the lingering ‘have-
style-will-travel’ situational acsthelics of post-graffiti. Jis most
swashhuckling series to date, faded academic canvases given Lhe
“ biomdrphic once-over, has more or less come Lo a close, although he
“has been known Lo venture out past the canvas’ edge Lo paint fur-
niture and other accoutrements. But for the mosl part, Schuy(f
fpl:xysfclinicnl aesthete to Scharls pied piper, delving into the formal
“variations’ of Biomorphic Op with the decisiveness of a true
“strategician. Roth arlists achieve a surface glow that recapitulales
the sheen and shimmer of early’ Futura and Lee, This is the an-
tiseptic envelope that completes the mystie cirele of audience-

directed art objects: you can't Lrace the artist's hand, only his mind.

has.spawned the endless parade of imitators, in part ‘through the

"f-va Scharls and Garel’s work has sel. the tenor of neo-Surrealism
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. - ) ) Carroll Dunham, Mahogany Gorner, {984, Casetn,
dry pigment, cascin emulsion, cavbon, and pencil on pine, Fonglish ook,
and mahogany, Gl 2 49" Private Collection. Courlesy Daniel Weinhary Gallery.

L ) Carvoll Prunha, Elin, 1984,
i . Casein, dyy pigment, cosein emulsion, covbon, and pencil on
Car pathuonelm, 47 145" P'rivole Colleehon. Conrlesy Haskermiln + Waison Gullery.’
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Perhaps more sell-consciously than any Bast Village arlist since
Keith Haring, Schuylf is going for the Rig ‘Time. tlis paintings
represent a carefully rehearsed moment of fulure arl history which
is quite distinct from person:ll stylistic evolulion; with luek,
Schuyff's pictures will continue to recede inlo prominence withoul
the intervention of the present moment Lo force the artist into self-
confroutation. He has not yel shown the slylistic resourcelulness of
Scharf or David Salle, but then few artists have atlempled Lo single-
handedly save abstraction with the fervor that Schuyfl is pulling

oul.

Ostensibly, Peter Schuylf is- easier to
contemporaries, in part because he has formulated an instanlly
recognizable picture. Working with the [ewest possible colors, the
artist develops a deep, illusionistic space that is either glimpsed
through masklike openings in a frontal plane or forms a vaporous
backdrop hovering hehind-the central shape. Complexities wilhin
the figure are inversely proportional to the amount of detail in the
background, and vice versa. The figures Lhemselves are melicu-
lously cribbed from a Surrealist  handbool: references abound
to ‘languy, Irnst, Landes Lewitin, Wilfredo Lam, even tlenry
Moore and Matta. Yel it is his rendering of the sinooth, even, low-
relief physicality of his shapes that gives Schuylls paintings their
delectability and their radicalism. It is also wilhin this narrow
margin of anamorphic contour that Schuyfl edges toward * full
sensual painterliness. He has lent emblematic power to abstract
shapes by pushing them Lo the verpre of representation, and now
gently counterpoises their smooth opacity with a teasing paint-
erliness.

In contrast to SehuylT,
an-equally painterly approach whic
figgural material and fewer of the kitsch overtones that are inevitable
wilhin Schuylf’s program. [n fact, Dunham's art, while less avertly

categorize than his

Carroll Dunham has manayed to develop
I encompasses a broader range of

S

;
sensationalistic than Schuy (s, may in fact of{er a more via|3lf~ path '
for future abstractionists Lo follow. Like Schuy[(, the figural adtivity
wilhin Dunhmn's paintings is suspended over a pruoply fof "il-

lusionistic space, bul its trealent is not uniform. Subtle distine-:
Lions of area and mass lend a shilling quality lo Dunham's®
backgrounds, which are smnewhal schematized by the arlist's’
adoption of vertical Jines that characteristically divide the picture

plane inlo two or three sub-quadrants. The resultant internalized

spaces lend Lhe surface plane an additional sense of compression,
creating a shallow, Lableau-like stage which can be subdivided into
specific painterly incidents without further isolation of in(lilviduul

shapes. i .
Dunham's use of shape is perhaps his most startling charactdristic.;

Gulled more from the early 1940s Surrealist vocabulary of such:
prolo-Abstract Ixpressionists as Rothko, Goltlieb and Bazioles,’
Dunham makes a highly eloquent case for the endless poteulial of,
contemporary biomorphism. iach stroke and gesture is allowed an-
individual life, but when concentrated into solitary forins they attain
a highly ordered scnse of detail that brings the shape into re- :
markable clarity. Like Scharf, Dunham also deals in a' post-”
liberationist automatism; vulvular of phallic images are not. left’
supgestive, bul coaxed into anatomical exactlitude. Although the
paintings are defiantly abstract, they suggest a biological micro-:
cosm, a leeming universe where distinctions belween life forms are -
based largely on relative scale and ferocity. S
1o keeping witly other concerns of neo-Surrealism, Dunham shares
with Schuy(f and Scharl an extraordinary control of color. It would
be inleresting, in fact, Lo survey the field of color abstraction & few
years from now Lo determine whether the implications of Dunham's
and Schuy(l's work had made {hemselves completely felt. They hyve




S Laowise Bourgeois, Blind Man's Balt, 1984, Marvble, 36 v 94 0207 Convtesy Kobert Midler (allery,
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Georpge Condo, A Woman is Fgual (o the Suim of here Parts,
TORA il on canpas, 63 ¢ 52" Courtesy ot Hearn Gallery.
H .
R
st
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‘i:mr?‘“ﬁ v 8 ':.".l " “.,:( l,mr.im-nl(null;‘:-ni.s', N:lluu:!\‘lmly. Vvlvv-s Pves,
FA L IR Ry VORA. Marble, 962 54 0 27" Courtesy Roberl Mitlor CGallery.

distanced themselves as G as possible from naturslistic ues and
" tended instead for programmatic or applied colors, which are played
s off ayrainst each other with glaving alacrity.  Both  painters
L knowingly adopt the language of bad tasle, hut. their elepant

manipulation of its conceits is only Turther evidence ol their slavish

devolion Lo the betterment of painling. As if to Turther the
pretended oulrage, both artists’ knowledpe of the decorative is

higrhty acute, and each uses his knowledge as @ decay, to undereut o
© sense of beauty with a flair for shock value.

The figurative neo-Surrealists are less difficull to isolate than
their abstract counterparts, and in the case of neo-lSxpressionism an
argument. could be made for Surrealist tendencies, latent or other-
wise, in the work of practically any painter or sculptor. This has
come ahout, larpely because of neo-I0x's tendencey Lo isolate the hu-
man figure while attributing to it a ganut ol emotional tension. In
such a limited speetruny, iLis easy Lo discern nunierous quasi-sirreal
traits that were never intended by the artist, or were meant Lo be as
ambiguous as possible,

Austé is a painter whose work played an important part in ac- | ps L) (i
climating the art world to expressionist Lendeneies helore they had _) ok TR R T TS 'hix.“';,‘.}ui'?‘:’“‘.!#
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pearance, sAusté’s work is clearly unallied with the expressionist
ethos that it helped to spawn, while her stalus as a Surrealist. is
becomning mere apparent. A native of Chicago, Auslé’s unmistakable
sensibilily developed quite early, fueled in part by the rich Lradition
of Surrealist-derived imagism there, a tradition thal she ushered
into the 1980s wilh her unprecedented use of poelically crude
draftsmanship to bring to life a starUing race of wraithlike, occull
women who like nolhing more than whispering incantatory spells
from a moonlit riverbank.

The last couple of years have witnessed a heighlened power in
Auslé's work, a process which mandated the transposition of her
drawings inlo paint. Working at first. with blocky areas of color
interspersed with translucent washes, she has slowly aequired a
sensc of abandonment in her brushstroke which complements, in-
stead of remaining subordinate Lo, her imagery. Auslé’s bizarre use
of line to describe her anorexic heroines is another beneliciary of her
recent painterly facility.

David Humphrey, who has only recently allempted the same
unrestricted handling, tries Lo wed several disparate sources in
his newest work. Working with chunky cartoonish forms and a
scumbled surface reminiscent of Guston, Thumphrey's imagery is
more texthook-clerived than Austé’s, opling for astagier Leadition of
Surrealism much dependent on Magrilte, Dali, de Chirico, Delvaux,
_and Carrd. Yet Humphrey's strength is most evident in his adoption
of a domestic, genre-like Lension which is clearly his own. His ligures
address each other with an oblique air and stilled behavior, factors
which lend a somber nole to his more hallucinatory passares.
Humphrey is also able to derive great benefil from his unclutlered,
even reductivist, compositions, which serve Lo heighten Lhe
sculptural capacity of his fors.

In Humphrey's case, and in that of Gearge Condo, the suppressed
sexuality that 1930s Surrealism tried Lo [ree is again breaking out.of
an imposed set of moral restrictions. When evident in mid-1980s

painting, the overripe effulgence of Surrealist imagery is prone Lo i,

camp or artificial edge, one that can also be interpreted as a tacil
recognition of the moral and political conservalism currently
making itsell fell in America. Of all the neo-Surrealisls’ work,
Condo’s has the bleakest edge Lo it, a dank humor that goes well with
his flamboyant virtuosity with paint. Condo scems Lo he the artisl
who can singlehandedly bring the <hunned excesses of late Dali back
into vogue, for he pushes his imagistic dislortions lo a comparable
plateau of biologic impossibility.

Yondo, in addition, possesses a more restloss huapination than
most of his conlemiporaries, preferring to adopl the vestipes of many
painterly styles rather than merely borrow their imagery. Although
his touch rarely changes, he experimentls with a wide range of color
and compositional systeis. Indeed, one of his strongest traits, also
visible in Salvador Dali's work, is his dramatic use ol dispropor-
tionality Lo achieve some of his quirkiest transformalions.

Thierry Cheverney and Steven Pollack cach finds his source
material in the Surrealist Jandseape, a loose tradition that. links the
Romantic visions of Bocklin or Friedrich with the fantastic “frot-
tage” paintings created by Max krnst a century laler. Cheverney is
the noteworthy colorist of the Lwo, mixing the eflecls of a full
palette with a more or loss improvised range of distended nnages.
Both artists prefer a middie-distance perspective which helps infuse
their scenes with an overall liquidity and mystical air.

Jiri Doukoupil and Milan Kunc have recently arrived al unusual
s in their work. Doukoupil appears to have opled for alow-hurn
atment thit contradicts the plossy surfaces
work. In his efforts lo avoid sweelness,
the full expressive potential of
wide influence seems

stayge
frenzy in his physical tre
of his more menacing early
Le is sometimes guilty of neglecting
the imayges he invents. On the other hand, his
even Lo be feit in the work of such older artists as Francesco
Clemente, whose highly charged lijures have hecome invested with
« biomorphic occultism {hat, seems out of line with Lis earlier work,
yel serves asan improvement onit. : . o
Mitan Kune, on the olher hand, shares the rleeful, uuu'l(-up'(,m}ml.u:
stance of Kenny Seharf to boost the irony of his ialure painlings.
Kune's narrative imagrination is also nol disshilar Lo Humphrey's, in
that, both artists nenchatantly play out (heir fantasies apgainst a

gunpiciously )'cz:ccl'ul thombnail sketeh of the world.

_jrence ouly

Yel the underlying disharmony depicted in Kune's work is always
hard Lo mistake. His humor, as macabre as Doukeupil's, is more
exhilarating beeause of Kune's consistently light Louch with his
often influnmatory subjects. Like the nea-lxpressionists, Kune and
Doukoupil have an awareness of their political role as avanl-grarde
arlists, an awareness Lhal can Jead Lo a double edged sense of
slylishness that. hoth arlists use Lo their advantage. {n contrast, the
Amoricnn neo-Surrealisls’ polilical self awareness venlures no
further than a coy acknowledgnient of the commodily value of their
paintings, a limilation thal makes one appreciate the underraled
Pop-surreal-politieal works that Peter Saul has been producing over
Lhe last decadn. !

Finally, the recenl sculpture of [ouise Rourgeois underscoves,
among other things, the extent to which the goals of Surrealism
Lave changed in hall a cenbury. Bourgeois’ quest, like Lhal of the
Paris school, conters on an unknown quanlity, a core of revelalion
that lies al the Tar ewd of the arlislic process and deep in the sub-
stance of the artist’s malevials. Sometimes Bourgeois’ imagery can

feed projgrammalic Lo Lhe viewer heeause her exploration of unified

biological form rewains her ouly subjecl. Yel it is, in the traditional
sense of the word, a‘greal’ subject, ane which never ends because it
is so carefully entwined with the artist’s changing psyche.

This comparison is apt o light of Lhe mannerism, even op-
portanism,  which wany viewers find evident in much neo
Surrealistic work, 1 is, in the "B0s Leadilion, an approprialed style,
one which enlertains no alleginnee (o its purist forerunners. With no
bourgeois laste Lo insull, painlers are now deemed popularly of-
fensive by the extent of their markel research. Yel this ignores the
greater implications of Uhis recent variation on neo-style, and its
possible long - terneflects.

Why has Surrealisi found Lhis momenl. Lo reappear as an ac
ceplable style? ‘The answey comes neither from the cyclical ap
propriations of postmodern stylistics (“somebody had Lo do it™), m
froin the Lenuous slale of current global polities (hoth Swrrealism
and neo-Surrealisi systematically ovoke fear of a world war),
although both factors have had an influence. Cerhaps the key to
nnderstanding neo-Surrealisn is its unabashed disdain for prim-
itivist conceils. The flailing emblems and slashed pictoprams of
neo-ISxpressionism liave recently atlained a negative status among
many youny artisls, who enjoy the anarchistic lendencies of know-
nothing exhibilionism but find the pictorial resulls on the boorish
side. “To make everything new apain” is the smiling eredo hehind
Stephen Weskiall's Woolworths send-ups of Brice Marden and David
Novios, or Grelehen Bender's bulletin hoard pastiche of curvent at
(rends, The neo-Surrealists don't quite make il hiappes agerin, but
thay sre the first Lo cunningly exploil the nostalgic possibilities ol
Jreud and Jung, a nostalyin which Minimalism has not yet atlained.

Take. Tor a starting pwink, the reinterest in late, previously
digearded de Chirico and Picabia. Soon (his will spread to reembrace
Delvaux, Iate hali, Masson, IKurt. Scligmann, Romaine Brooks,
Hanuah Hoch (special status as an averlooked Dadaist), even George
Tooker. Some think Tanguy and Kay Sape are due for a revival, but
| remain skeplical. Max EBrust now secims 10 have become one of the
Lruly seminal figures of the 20th conlury, aud Florine Steltheimer it
surely almost due for another Lime around. If they can be re
discovered wilh such a vengeance, then they have crossed over :
Gine barrier into the antique (ot the neo-Classical but the {le:
markel connotation), the nostalgie. Melling walches ave certainly &
lovely taken down from Lhe atlic as an old Larber's pole, but they ar
every bit as cliché-ridden as well.

This is the point. Surrealism is a guilly pleasure, 2 fLer P'op mayl
the puiltiest. Kenuy Scharl, prophet of Pop Surrealism, and Pele
Schuyff, avatar of Op-Surrealism, exploit. this factor Lo its u(.nms.t h,
handdings in paintings that reck of uncontrolled hedonism. By swinp

sure pendulum from camp-ugly to camp preily, they ar

ing the plea '
acling as 10O% politically correet cynics. Glullony and banality ciu
atler entirely

ol voexist easily, so Pop/Qp Surrealism skirts the |
"The connoisseur, who is just thawing out, and the pedestrian, who
just catehing on, are reportedly appalled by this wark. But the
overlook the rarefied air currounding these comic paeans to indu
al. their own pisk. For a non-moveinent, weo-Surrealis)

has o long way Lo go.
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