
Jon Pylypchuk: i will stop fighting you when death stops fucking with me,2OO5,
mixed mediums , 64 by 72 inches by 72 inches; at Friedrich Petzel.

Perhaps alluding to the disease
in the title, the excrescences
suggest that something may be
rotting within all of Drain's visual
opulence and cheeriness.

The adjacent room, painted
with a mural in abstract geometric
patterns hinting of Africa and fur-
nished with a couch upholstered
in a garish diamond pattern, made
a comparatively weak imPression.
The collages displayed here Pay
homage to indie rock bands like
Sonic Youth, Nirvana and Animal
Collective, but they are clunky, with
the messy look of student work.
Drain has both unorthodox tastes
and a Gargantuan appetite. The
more freely he indulges, the better
off we will be. -Michadl 

AmY

Larry Rivers at
Marlborough and
Marlborough Chelsea
A pair of exhibitions collectively
titled "Larry Rivers: Paintings and
Drawings 1951 -2001 ," recently
presented at Marlborough's two
Manhattan galleries, provided
an opportunity to reconsider the
artist's career. The 57th Street
gallery showed paintings, draw-
ings and constructions dating
from the early'50s to the late'90s.
Marlborough Chelsea offered
paintings and large-scale works
on paper from the mid-'9Os to
shortly before the adist's death in
August 2002.The two exhibitions
together raised a question:
was there ever a major art-
ist as maddeningly incon-
sistent as Larry Rivers?

When he first emerged
on the New York scene
in the early'50s, Rivers
was quickly recognized
for his prodigious talents.
Although he occupied the
position of enfant terrible
(he famously depicted
George Washington
crossing the Delaware at
a moment when histori-
cal-and most other-sub-
ject matter in art seemed
irrelevant, and painted
several nude portraits of
his zaftig mother-in-law,
Berdie), his abilities as a
draftsman, his painterly
touch and inventive com-
positional formats earned
him widespread admiration.

Among the works on
view from the early'50s
was the masterful and high-
ly erotic O'Hara Nude with
Boofs (1954), a big, full-
frontal chiaroscuro portrait
of the poet, whose name,

printed in paint, floats on the sur-
face beside him. Featured also
was lhe Journey (1956), agrand-
scale figural composition display-
ing Rivers's self-described "smor-
gasboard of the recognizable" in
which images in varying degrees
of rendition and detail are dis-
persed across the painting's sur-
face, giving the eye, as he said,
"something to munch on." lt is a
fascinating work that, like many
of the examples in this early sec-
tion of the show, looks dirty and
worn. At this point in his career,
Rivers seems to have been as
casual with his work and its pres-
ervation as he was in subsequent
decades with his talent (the latter
point of disregard becoming his
tragic flaw). The achingly beauti-
ful, small oil-on-board Portrait
of Brigitte Mernahan (1956) is
so yellowed as to have an old-
master patina. lt offers a likeness
of a young woman rendered in
a combination of fine, closely
observed details and quick marks
and touches. Although a mod-
est work, it was lor this viewer
a highlight of the two shows,
representing Rivers at his best.

By the early'60s, Rivers moved
to larger, cleaner formats, along
with brighter color and a more
frequent use of letters and words.
Such paintings as Ien of Clubs
(1960), Tareyton (1962) and the
fresh and captivating Dutch Mas-
fers // (1963) clearly demonstrate

gravity that truly hellish visions of
the animal world, from Bosch to
Sue Coe, come more readily to
mind than, say, works of Amy Cut-
ler or Tom Otterness (dark though
both can be). Other grisly PylyP-
chuk tableaux include one featur-
ing a black cat dejectedly iwirling
spaghetti out of a bowl into which
blood drips from his bandaged
eye. Nearby, another cat vomits
copiously. Less gruesome but
still a tad unsavory are two black
cats peeing in comradely unison
against a column, jeans around
their ankles, their urine joining to
form a puddle of gleaming gold.

Dubuffet was equally and indis-
criminately enthusiastic about
the art of children and of the
emotionally ill, and his legatees
have generally preserved the
confusion between madness,
healthy or otherwise, and inno-
cence. Pylypchuk is an excep-
tion. His beastly assemblages,
neither childish and simpering
nor coldly ironic, pry open space
for a good old-fashioned howl.

-Nancy 
Princenthal

Jim Drain
at Greene Naftali
Jim Drain, a former member
of the disbanded art collective
Forcefield, fearlessly tackles
elements of Surrealism, Pattern
and Decoration, high-modernist
abstraction, Op and psychedelic
art, all at once. The sensual, ram-
bunctious and extraordinarily
colorf ul mixed-medium sculptures
(all 2004-05) displayed in his first
New York solo, "l Wish I Had a
Beak," conveyed his boundless
energy and seemingly unlimited
creative resources. Drain incor-

porates a labor-intensive craft
into sculptures that are com-
pletely over the top. Symmetrical
and asymmetrical forms, some
abstract and others suggesting
objects or figures, are covered
with knit, sewn, embroidered,
and/or screenprinted skins, some-
times studded with beads and tas-
sels. Like leading modernists at
the turn of the last century, Drain
draws upon non-Western tradi-
tions in order to reinvigorate his
own. ln fact, both the appearance
and installation of Drain's sculp-
tures at Greene Naftali suggested
a kind of tribal ceremony.

ln one room, all of the sculp-
tures rose directly from the floor,
except for the particularly soft,
droopy and bulbous Sourpuss,
which was placed on top of a
metal pole. Though ultimately
abstract, Sourpuss conjures a
woolly-headed dragon covered
with multicolored striped-fabric
boils. Sculptures like this one
exude an organic quality, while
others, more tightly composed
around a central axis, suggest
f unctional objects. M ajestic al
Lrps, for example, looks like a
topsyturvy watering can or bong
in Rastafarian colors; a similar
piece recalls a spinner's spool.

Dominating the crowd was the
84-inch-tall Al DS-a-delic, my per-
sonal favorite. lt strides vigorously
fonvard on two huge, clumsy
feet like a figure out of R. Crumb,
chock-full of glee. Luscious
orange yarn tassels hang down
along the green, yellow, purple
and black African-style textiles
covering the figure, knobbed with
densely beaded, semi-spheri-
cal forms, like pustules but fes-
tively striated in yellow and black.

Jim Drain: AlDS-a-delic,2005, yarn, fabric,
beads and mixed mediums, 84 by 60 by 40
inches; at Greene Naftali.



this transition. ln the middle
'60s, Rivers moved into tightly
rendered realistic images, into
various kinds of relief construc-
tion, and into fully three-dimen-
sional works. ln seeking to stay
current, he ignored his greatest
strengths-the expressivity of
his drawn line and painterly
touch. An example of this phase
is Covering the Eafth (1967), an
upbeat, distinctly Pop construc-
tion in which a large hand grasps
a paint can by the handle.

Representing the 1970s were
highly precise large-scale draw-
ings providing variations on motifs
previously seen in his work. From
the '80s and '90s came a selec-
tion of the artist's reliefs, in which
realistically painted canvases
were cut apart and collaged
onto foamboard layers. The
artist originated this manner of
working in the mid-'60s, as seen
in the campy and charmingly
detailed small painted wood relief
Red Webster (1965). Rivers's
later foamboard reliefs, often
based on art-historical motifs,
seem intended at once to spoof
and pay homage to the older
masters; they also represent
another of his periodic efforts
to undermine his own facility.

Some of the reliefs have an
appealing energy and presence,
the illusion of space far exceed-
ing their actual 4- to 6-inch depth.
One of the more successful
pieces in this mode is Cubism
Today-Broad Stroke (Roy and
Dorothy Lic htenste in ), 1 986,
which simultaneously evokes
aspects of Cubism and of Lichten-
stein's paintings based on Cubist
form. Rivers's looseness of han-
dling and tendency to abstraction
(Dorothy's face is covered with
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diagonal red stripes) make the
work seem both fresh and expan-
sive. lt nevertheless came as a joy
to encounter the pencil drawing
Portrait of Haruey Guild ('1984),
rendered in Rivers's "old" manner
in which sketchiness, indecision
(the sitter has two heads) and
delicacy of execution prevail.

Merie Cunningham Seated
(1996), a stunning frontal portrait
of the dancer and choreogra-
pher perched on a stool, was
seen at Marlborough Chelsea.
Rendered in a painterly man-
ner, Cunningham's figure radi-
ates fierce intelligence and high
energy, the squiggles of his hair
giving way to a crown forming the
letters of his first name above his
head. The printed name and the
portrait's strength recall the early
image of Frank O'Hara, and it
was unquestionably the standout
among Rivers's later works. Most
of the other paintings and pas-
tels on view feature sultry young
female models variously posed in
fashionable garb. One would have
been hard pressed, however, to
identify these works as having
been executed by Rivers. Every
now and then a line breaks free
and starts to sizzle, or a splotch
or smudge takes on a life of its
own. But the glory days in which
Rivers rightfully occupied the posi-
tion of American master were long
gone. 

-Roni Feinstein

Robert Moskowitz
at Peter Blum
This exhibition included paint-
ings and works on paper from the
last two years, plus two paintings
from the '1990s. The paintings,
oils on canvas, were large, and
the paper works, also done in oil,

Larry Rivers: Portrait of Btigitte Menahan,1956, oil on canvas mounted on
board, 161/z by 21 % inches; at Marlborough.

were more painted than drawn.
Following his inclusion in the
"New lmage Painting" exhibition
at the Whitney Museum in 1978,
Moskowitz became widely known
for his large monochromatic painl
ings with prominent, recognizable
subjects. People, animals and
buildings are often given iconic
treatment in his work, and all
were featured in this exhibition.

Moskowitz first painted the Twin
Towers in 1978, making of them
an archetypal modemist emblem.
He tackled the subject again in
Skyscraper (1995), an 11{oot-high
diptych included in this show. The
painting is typical of Moskowitz
in its use of monumentality, its
ambiguity of representation and
abstraction, and its fine attention
to te)dure. The white monoliths of
the towers are almost negative
spaces, while the black sur-
rounding them is luxuriously,
expressively painted. Empire
Sfate (2004) presents a stark
black silhouette of the famous
landmark against a featureless
white sky with an ominous black
cloud or shadow impinging. The
suppression of detail causes
the stepped facade of the build-
ing to read like forbidding ridges
or dangerous protective fins.

The exhibition featured
two significant series: the
first, "Diver," based on
a fresco from a museum
of Greek art in Paestum,
Italy, marks variations on a
diver's plummet through
immense space; the sec-
ond, an untitled selection of
works on paper, depicts
birds in flight with a simplici-
ty similar to that used in the
paintings of buildings. Mos-
kowitz has been spending
large amounts of time each
year in ltaly since 2002 and
has allowed imagery from
the classical world to enter
his work. The Paestum
diver is a tomb decoration
believed to signify the pas-
sage of the soul from this
world to the next. ln Mos-
kowitz's four diver paintings,
the image retains some of
this symbolic nature, but the
meaning is refracted both
by Moskowitz's taking the
image through variations
and by the striking opacity
he gives both the black fig-
ure of the diver and the
bright yellow and red mono-
chrome backgrounds. His
subtle additions of geomet-
ric forms and his squaring
off of the figure's edges

contribute to a somewhat clinical
quality that partially takes the fig-
ure out of a referential context.
Moskowitz plays with the position
of the diver's body relative to the
picture frame, which changes
his implied arc of descent, and
he uses the figure to comment
on the picture's edge, which
usually bisects the figure. He
has brought the image into the
present while preserving its
mystery.

ln the five bird drawings, by
contrast, the birds stay approxi-
mately the same size-small in
relation to the frame-while the
sky undergoes dramatic trans-
formations. At first the black,
indeterminate shapes appear to
stand for clouds, while the white
of the paper stands for sky, and a
grim atmosphere is evinced. The
black shapes do not always look
exactly like clouds, however, and
they begin to take on more meta-
physical readings, as ominous,
undefined shapes. While Mos-
kowitz continues to be drawn to
stark imagery, his work is evolving
in fresh ways, inspired partially by
technical invention, as in the bird
drawings, and partially by access
to ancient motifs, revealed in the
"Dive/'series. 

-VincentKatz

Robert Moskowilzt Divet,2003, oil on canvas,
78by 41112 inches; at Peter Blum.


