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From the
suoways to
the Jungles,

tnrough grafit
and eco-pop,
Kenny
Scharf has
oeen there,
done that,
Now his
fnends are
gone and the
80s hawe
ended. So
where does
he go from
here’” \Walter
Robinson
explores the
final frontiers
of an artist i
suspenceo
animation.

photograph by
Joseph Pluchino

“I've been up and down the
roller coaster three or four times
the last decade,” says Kenny Schar,
the graffill artist, pop surrealist; and '80s
survivor.: Along with Julien Schnabel, David
Salle, and Robert [Longo, Scharf, who is
now 36, had risen to fame during that
decade’s art boorn. Today, dongside those
same colleagues; he-is:strugaling to'rein-
vent fimseli for the '90s. “They tear you
apart if Vo Wim vour back for one second,”
he says, “You have te keep en fighting."

Schar has a huge warehouse studio in
Miami, 2 beautiful home;a wife and two Kids.
His major paintings:routinely sell for more
than $50,000, His:first retrastective, The
Senan-a-Rama Vision, Faintings by Kenny.
Schar;, 1978-1995, clased this spring after
traversing the glebes and most major cities.
He has new projects galore, neludirig exhl-
bitions, yet anotner retrospective; his own
mavie plans; shops selling his trademark
knickknacks I iwe major cities, and a signa-
Ture room he is'designing for a pontiar New
York nightciub.

Yet Kenny Seharf is haunted by ghosis:
The Ezst Viliage ant scene he nelpad!launch
s gone and all but-forgetten. His Don't Bun-
gle the Jungle envirenmental benefits in
1989 and 1990, which raised mare than
31 millerand garmered worldwide press
atterion o the issue of rain forest presenva-
tion, have tad, by his.ewn admission, litle
effect on the crisis. /And perhaps most
Imearantly-for Scharf the artist, the spestres
still inger of his deceased compatriots in the
graffiti art wars; Keith Haring, who dled of
AIDS In 1290, and Jean-Michel Basquiat,
whodied of a herain averdasa in 1988,

Scharf's critics have not all been unkind,
tholigh the gossips have been wicked.
Compared o Haring and Basauiat, whose
achievements ware ideglized afterthelr sary
deaths, his recent work has been less well
recelved, His seres of colortUl pantings fram
around 1990, which layered sereen-printed
Imaaes of cemmadities and commerscial
advertisements, were thought dernvative of
earlierworks by Rosenguist and Salle.

mis maore recent series of paturalisiic
paintings af jungle seenss, which could well
have been favorably tenmed Scharf's neo-
classical phase. inspired by his envirenmen-
ial concems, were Instead compared to the
crespier diorama views of the yeurger artist
Alexis Beckmar.

And, as if to slgnal a retreat from these,
newaver-Brave; exparments, ‘Scharf’s mest
recent show. at Shafrazi Gallery this spring
was tilea Full Cirels: New Paintings, indlcat:
Ing-a return 16 the pop stirealist cartocons
that made hia reputation overa decade agp.

Much has besn packed into the refatively
brisficarser of Kenry Sthaff. Bontiri 1858 in

Southerm California; hie traces his-earliest
artistic influences te television—aoverage of
early Apolie missions, nature documentanes
(particllary ones on insects), and, of course,
cartoons; netably the Hanna'Barbera char-
acters, the Flintstones and the Jeisons;
whose presence is so strongly felt in his
paintings: His trademark style, In fast, he
calls "Jetsonism," an amalgamation of Elroy
Jetson, Fred Flintstone, and Falix the Cat
through a "supertime-splat” inte Elfredix, the
star of Scnar's cartoon world that brought
hirm stueesss in the dewntown New York art
waorld of the 1980s,

In 1978, he came to New York to attend
lhe School of Visual Arts. Before iong, he
was Inthe midstof the: now-legendas/ new
wave music scene, Joey Arias, the drag
glieen avatar who gave Seharf his fist New
Yark shiow at Floascel's department store in
1978, says, "Whenyou see him paint, it's
ke & song." Anas remembers Scharfs per-
formances with new-wave diva Klaus Nomi
atMaxs Kansas City and the Monster Movie
Clubat Club 57 on Sf. Mark's Place, where
agroup of free-loving, drug-friendly, young
bohemians weuld rent and screen; In the
pre-video days; 16-millimeter prints of ald
movies, It was-afun time, unill the AIDS
plague broke. it's a stroke of luck that Scharf,
whe hiad more than his share af fun, was
eneof e suvivars.

'He's one.of the funnestiguys around,”
says art dealer Tony Shafrazl, who's repre-
sented Scharf since the beginning: ‘He's
very. inspiring in many ways—alert, hip,
everyone s drawn to him, ‘everyane laves
hirm, Kenny's always besn ahead of his time,
Kenny was MTV befare MTV was invented.!

He and Kelth Haring shared a'studlio and
discovered the graffitl slyles togetner, Haring
beginring with winded penises and ovedly gay
themes and Scharf decorating appliences and
other found edds and ends with astounding
accumulatons of colar and bric-a-brac,

When underground film actress Patli
Astor cpened the first East Vilage art gallery
on East 10th Strest Inthe fall of 1981, anthe
rubiie of the punk rock scene, it was Scharf
who named it the Fun Galleny:

Inthe late '80s, aiime When the: New: York
art market boled ever in-a frenzy of hype:and
greed, Scharf entered a period of self-
imposed exils and reteated ta Brazl, where he
paimed on the beach under the coconut
palms: He:emerged from his South Amerean
sojourmn with & deep respect for the environ-
rmerit; sponsaing ihe 1888 Bai't Buhgle the
Jungle benefit, which resulted in Wordwide
attention tethe ensis of the Amazon rain farest,

In 1892, he setiled in Migmi, where he
now lives with his Brazilian wife of twelve
years, Tersza, and their twe daughtets,
Zena, 12,:and Malig; 8,
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ALL SCHARF WORKS COURTESY OF THE |ONY SHAFRAZI GALLEHY; SCHAHF: PATRICK MGMULLAN, SCHARE SCHAK: SETH JAYSON

The art eritic Brooks Adams, who dubbed
Schari's environmentally conssicus paint-
Ings: "eco:pop,” has compared him ©
Jaeques-Louis' David, the 18th-cantury
French neoclassical painter, as well &s 10
Andly Warhal,

Pearsonally, | ke to think of him as.a kind of
Picasso of the cartoon werld, possessad by
a hunger for imagery and an Irepressible
desire to draw,

A blue Judy Jetsen, for instance, fleesa
pink nuclear cloud in°Scharf's version of
Picasso's apocalyptic Guernica. He sven
surpassed Picasso in making pure abstrac-
tions of blomerphic candy-colared shapes
called "globby forms.

Scharf's eurrent prajects include a Lava
Lounge at the downtown npightelub the Tun-
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Scharf Attack Clockwise from top left,
opposite page: Saint Elray Slaying the Drag-
on, 1982; American Cheese, 1989;
Diatagua, 1994; Obglob, 1988: Dimensnives,
1990-91. This page: Kenny Scharf with
friend at Pallacium, 1988; the Scharf Schak
on Prince Street in SoHo; Fabuvalia, 1995:
Bottom right: Scharf Talk, 1995.

1970s-style, Monmis Lapidus-designed build-
Ina that's getting a new forty-story tawer,
Scharf Wil create abstract sauiggles and
pattems in red, vellow, and blue for the poal
and the: 60,000-sguare-foot backyard,
including tilewark; fandscaping, walkways;
planters, & fountain, the kid's poo!, even the
chaise lounges. "I'm Just beginning to design
things like that, because there's only so
mch you can do yourself," he says. "it's

W
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nel, featuring a gigantic lamp in the middle of
the room, custom-made by a st company,
plus cther colummns of lamps:from off the
gheff. On the eefling will be'amural of figures.
Nething goes on the wall. | leamed my les-
son from the Palladium," he says. “Anything
within reachjs gestroyed.,” He's begun
working: with commercial designers.
Presently, he is making sunglasses for
Christian Roth, fabrics for Nicole Miler. and
jewelry far Todd Oldharm.

In Miami, be's working on & renovation of
the Seacoast Towers condo and hotgl, a

MANHATTAN FILE actober 1225

great fo have technicians to do all these il

things foryou."
“Kenny shouild work for Playboy," said
Yasmin Ramirez; the voung Puerto Rican art
nitic. wiho was one of the 2arly chreniclers of
his career. And'so he will, Inthe spring, Scharf
undertakes a project for Hugh Hefrers
magazine doing body-painting on 8
some of the featured modes. You &3
tellthem to take their clothes off," he
said, “and then you palnt them.”
Body-painting has been a Hallewsen rit-

Greenwich Village's Haliowsen parade.,

Today Schari spends most of his time in
Miami Beach in a three-bedroom space he
calls "the jungle nouse.” In an upper-class
neighborhoscd benind a huge hedge is not a
manicurad lawn but aneccentric garden, He
SWIms in the ocean avery day. His studio is a
5,00C-sguare-foct warehelse in a north
Miami suburb, There, he is sometimes
assisted by Oliver Sanchez and his wife,
Mimi, and other people customizing clothes
for the Schari Schak; but the activity ebbs
and flows. "Sometimes it's just me," he'says:

The Schar Schak, already criticized for
being a clone of Keitn Haring’s baubble-dis-
pensing Pop Shep on nearby Lafayetie
Street, "has been kind of unning oy its own),"
he admits. ‘| need 1o find the-time toiinfuse
some more energy Into it." The former news-
stand-cum-speakeasy lookout on the Prince

treet side of the Gugaenhein ScHe bulld-
Ing was converted into'a curio haven this
spring when Peter Brant, the polo-playing
Scharf patron who is married ta madel
Stephanie Seymour, tumed the space over
o the artist,

And he's making a movie. It's based onan
idea from fis yeuth invelving an Impending
L fuclear apocalypse and wide-
spread decadence on Earth. A

handful of Citizens see flight to
5 >106
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outer space as the only viable alternative. In refrospect, he says, ‘I look
back at the time when everyone thought we were about to die in a nuclear
war, and faced it by throwing a big party of sex and drugs. But it wasn't the
bomb that came: it was AIDS that ended that brief hedonistic era, which
was a source of a lot of creativity, too.

"Artists don't have to be limited to one thing,” he says, while emphasiz-
Ing that he is a painter first. He was a video major at SVA, where he made
elaborate projects, many featuring performances by Club 57 alumni like
John Sex and Ann Magnuson. Scharf shot these on three-quarter-
inch—tape and is only now having them transferred to VHS so they can be
viewed. ‘It wasn't the right time then,” he says, “out there's a lot of interest
now.” That perod, he says, of the late '70s and early '80s, was “the last
time that people were doing things as part of a truly underground scene,
without the media being right on top of it. Now everything that is new and
interesting immediately goes on MTV."

So if he's already been ahead of his time, how will Scharf keep it going
into the 21st century”? "He's the only sunvivor of his generation,” says one
observer. “That's hardly nothing.” But, according to both friends and
delractors, he has to be careful 10 keep the quality up, and pehaps the
quantity down. Atworst, his work is excessive, and, well, downright tacky:

These days, celebnty artists play the globe with shows in New York,
London, Germany, and South America. Scharf's best bet for a new shot
at suceess in the second half of the '90s may have 1o do with his intimate
association with the southem hemisphere: his homebase in Miami, his ties
to Brazil, his upcoming retrospective at MARCO in Mexico.

Its very briliant of him to go southem access,” says Brooks Adams.
The current issue of British Elle Decor features a spread on his Miami
house, and it looks fabulous—hot colors, tropical plastic fumiture, all very
crazy, Latin, and fun. it's very much an MTV thing, and it's also seasona—
every winter you need a shot of the eguatorial vibe.

In retrospect, Scharf himself fels as if he's suddenly come out of hiber-
nation, and is beginning to see a new dawn. "it's really crazy right now” he
says. ‘Its like I've had a five-year resting period. Now I'm riding the wave.” [




