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“Figuring;” an exhibition guest curated by Charles Clough, brings together four
young New York City artists who deal with contemporary image making. In the exhi-
bition are the works by Eric Fischl, Tom Lawson, Walter Robinson and David
Sharpe.

Often movements in art emerge. as with artists currently using images as a central
theme. with techniques and styles which crosscut one another. It becomes difficult
with art to sift through and pinpoint the most interesting and influential artists at the
apex of new ideas. Though with works by Fischl, Lawson, Robinson and Sharpe, a
clearer understanding comes into focus, because their art is strong. classically de-
rived and full of new visual information.

For those in New York City, we wish to thank Charles Clough who organized the
exhibition and Valentin Tatransky for the catalogue essay. Galleries: Pam Adler,
Metro Pictures and Edward Thorpe for their cooperation. For the artists in the exhib-
it: Eric Fischl, Tom Lawson, Walter Robinson and David Sharpe.

In Buffalo. this exhibition was made possible by: Steve Baskin, G. Roger Denson,
Bob Collignon, Jerry Einstandig, Suzanne Johnson, Susan Paonessa and Sally
Scime.
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David Sharpe
Two Figures, 7-21-80
Qilon canvas
42x30inches




David Sharpe

Nude with Painting and Dog. 6-22-80
Oilon canvas

50 x 66 inches

FISCHL, LAWSON, ROBINSON & SHARPE by Valentin Tatransky

Three of these four painters have only recently started to show in New York City.
Eric Fischl had his first one man show in New York last spring at Edward Thorp's
gallery; Thomas Lawson will have his first show in an independent gallery this com-
ing spring at Metro Pictures; and Walter Robinson, as of this writing, is still not repre-
sented by a gallery in New York, though he is showing here, (he'll be in an upcoming
group show at Brooke Alexander). The exception among these artists, in terms of
exhibitions, is David Sharpe. He's currently showing at Pam Adler. All four are
young.

Two or three years ago it was almost impossible to show these kind of paintings in
New York City at an established, commercial gallery — not that this type of art wasn't
around at the time. Richard Prince, another young artist who shows at Metro Pic-
tures, said that it was hard to show this type of work as recently as a year ago. Now,
this kind of image making has flooded the New York galleries.

Why and how this change has occurred is not the subject of our catalogue essay.
My purpose is to say something about the paintings and the artists featured in this
show.




Eric Fischl

“Knife Party” 1980
oil on glassine paper
80"x 84"

However, the fact of this exhibition, and the selection that it constitutes, provides
part of the answer to why this kind of art has surfaced in New York City. Certainly, the
public emergence of these painters has nothing to do with a revolution in taste
among New York art dealers. But it does have something to do with artists banding
together, putting themselves forward and forming their own public forum.

The two founders of Hallwalls, Robert Longo and Charles Clough (the curator of
this show), are now exhibiting New York artists. Having a place outside of New York
City helped a number of artists, not necessarily from Buffalo either, to surface in the
big city. | remember David Salle (now with the Mary Boone Gallery) and Sherrie Le-
vine (now with Metro Pictures) saying a couple of years ago that Hallwalls was the
one place that supported and understood their work. A few weeks ago you could
read about Cindy Sherman in the Soho Weekly News as having gotten her public
start in Buffalo. Sherman, like Salle and Levine, is not from Buffalo — the point is that
her Hallwalls beginning was cited by this New York newspaper as pedigree.

To be impressed by the publicity that some of these artists have received in New
York is to overlook a lesson in what it is that goes to form an artist's reputation. Fads
of course come and go. But fine art endures. It endures not because it goes down as




Eric Fischl

“Arbitration” 1980
oil/glassine
55"x 80"

history, but because it creates history. And making history is neither a matter of jour-
nalism nor of art historical book-keeping.

This show that Clough has organized for Hallwalls does in fact illustrate a current
trend among young painters in New York. But to stop at that is to miss the essence of
this exhibition. This show, above all else, is first and foremost a selection. Included
here are some of the more gifted and intelligent of the new figurative painters in New
York City.

Sooner or later everyone jumps on the bandwagon. The current Whitney Biennial
in New York attests to it. What's lacking at the Whitney Museum is not lacking in this
particular show at Hallwalls — a sense of discrimination.

Clough's selection throws into relief the most important issue that's emerged in
the current practice of figurative painting: does the process of seeing belong to
culture or paint? (By “paint” | mean paint as matter). The paintings here argue that
the act of seeing belongs to culture. These artists don't paint from nature. They paint
culture. in other words, they see in terms of images. They use found images — cult-
ural artifacts — like newspaper photographs, magazine pictures, other art, and in gen-




Thomas Lawson
Family Portrait, 1980
Oilon canvas
50x40inches
Photo: Richard Baim
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Walter Robinson
untitled. 1980
Acrylic on board
12" x 12"

eral, what they remember of pictures in periodicals, books, television and movies.
However, there is a significant difference between what they do and what the Pop
Artists and photo-realists did. It has to do with the role of paint and painting in their
art. This is the other issue that their work confronts.

They insist on the act of painting as a convention in itself. This is unlike the Pop
Artists and photo-realists, who painted in a manner that aped the look of the image
that they were often simply mechanically trying to reproduce. Fischl, Lawson, Robin-
son and Sharpe insist on the conventions of painting, because they are moved by
what the image is in itself, and what it signifies, rather than they are in the availability
of the image, as had been the Pop Artists. These four painters are closer to the Ameri-
can tradition of abstract and figurative painting than they are to Duchamp. They use paint
to rescue images that are forgotten in the banality of culture. Fairfield Porter is no Er-
ic Fischl; de Kooning is no Thomas Lawson; Warhol no Walter Robinson: and Guston
no David Sharpe. These are not value judgments, but an illustration of how differen-
ces make up a tradition. The difference between someone like Robinson and War-
holis that Warhol is more impressed with the person — Elizabeth Taylor, let's say —or
the brand name. than he is with the image itself. It's a moot point to try to reveal how




Walter Robinson
untitled. 1980
Acrylic on board
12" 12"

the handling of paint can show a new attitude towards subject matter — though that's
what's happening here.

Aside from his oil paintings on canvas, Eric Fischl does oil sketches on glasine pa-
per. They are executed in a free, painterly manner. The paper is important. It facili-
tates his handling of paint and enables him to express various relationships between
the figures. He uses the freedom of paint, oil and paper to arrive as naturally as pos-
sible at his subject matter.

| recently heard an art historian say — speaking of Courbet's Stone Breakers
(1848) — that Courbet rejected traditional, formal ideas of putting a picture together.
She said that Courbet didn't blend his paint or construct his figures in a classical way
in order to create a smooth, harmonious picture. The language of this historian is
creating a confusion between the material properties of paint (and design) with aes-
thetic results. Goya's black paintings are smoother, more harmonious than those of,
for instance, Boucher and Fragonard.

If Fischl paints quickly, freely and well, which | think he does, than it has to do with
the fact that he wants to see something. Violence, in Fischl’s art, begins in the family,
and the family, for him, as an artist, begins with the body. You can see this in the en-




semble of the couple watching their TV sets. Paint, in Fischl's art, is a metaphor for
the body. The body denotes sensuality, joy and its own deadweight. Athletic activi-
ties, like life savings, are seen as exercises in passion.

Thomas Lawson's themes are also centered around the family. He defines the
family in three terms: birth, sex and death. Then there's the additional element — the
aesthetic dimension — which in his work is expressed by the scale that the images
occupy within the frame of the picture, and the place from which and manner in
which he culls his images. He responds to images of violence, death and passion in
newspapers and magazines, but he responds as much to their texture, the indiffer-
ence of the context in which they exist, their scale and the atmosphere that they
breathe. Lawson's paintings are dark and modest in the way that only a young intel-
lectual, aware of the distance that exists between his past and the past of history,
can make them. He's ironic, but not condescending. Note his use of oil stick and co-
lor. Artis not merely a matter of seeing. Artis being conscious of you yourself seeing.

For Lawson, the process of seeing is a matter of image making. The dead man consti-
tutes a part of his inner world. His paintings are sleazy moments of tender refine-
ment. Besides that, they're critical of the complacency of Pop Art.

So are Mike Robinson’s paintings. Robinson, like Fischl, is very much a painter’s
painter, and like Lawson, is able to separate the conventions of cheap, commercial
art from the depth of feeling that the images denote. |'ve already compared him to
Warhol. Robinson is moved by what the image signifies. To put it another way: com-
mercial art is bad not because it's bad, but because it's good and not good enough.
The problem with commercial artists is that they lack the artist's touch; that is, they
make things rather than look at things. Robinson’s best paintings, in my opinion, are
the small ones of women’s heads — lips, eyes, nose and hair. He looks again at im-
ages that have been looked at. His paintings are not illustrations. He thinks about
paint and color in terms of the image. That's simple enough, but too often taken for
granted. He's a good painter. David Sharpe’s best paintings, | think, are also his sim-
ple, small ones. In his current New York show, one of the best paintings is a re-work-
ing of a portrait by Goya. His paintings are distinguished by their humor, quirkiness
and references to art history. His attitude is a measure of his wordliness — his detach-
ment from the nervous, brooding quality of art making.

The last show that Clough curated here (in September of 1979) featured Ross Bleck-
ner, Gregoire Mueller, Julian Schnabel and Jeff Way. These are ambitious young
painters. This show is even more important in terms of its selection, because we see
these painters at a more mature stage of their development. Aleo — each artist here
has chosen a particular facet of his work to represent him.
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