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From the

Bay of Naples

to Coney Island
(and back again]

It is in the nature of original
contemporary art to present
itself as a bad risk.’

— Leo Steinberg, 1962

Sphinx, 1981

“ t was in 1981 at an exhibition in New York entitled
“Episodes” that | first encountered a painting by a
young artist named Donald Baechler. | can clearly recall
my initial response to Bay of Naples, a large canvas with
a single, illustration-style image of a pizza chef presenting
his freshly baked creation. Titanically scaled, the black-
outlined figure floated dead center in an unmodulated
expanse of decorator ivory white enamel. The painting’s
title was a double-entendre citing a Cy Twombly work of
1961 and the name of any number of pizza parlors. While
its commercial subject and deadpan handling brought to
mind early Warhol and Lichtenstein, its surface elegance,
monochromatic and mysterious, pointed to Jasper Johns
and Robert Ryman. Despite these reassuring references
to art of the past three decades, there was something
profoundly unsettling and original about the work. | felt
challenged, if not mocked, by this inscrutable image.

Appropriation was a popular issue at the time, and | was
not surprised to find out that Baechler had lifted the pizza
man from a tiny line drawing in the Yellow Pages. This
image, already on the verge of decomposition through end-
less copying of copies, had acquired a poetic longing
through its displacement onto canvas. It was like a hiero-
glyph amidst a vast emptiness, waiting to be deciphered.

Today, looking at Bay of Naples anew, | am struck by
further ironies in its deceptively simple imagery. The chef’s
hat and pizza undoubtedly resemble the cliched accoutre-
ments of an artist — beret and palette — and the painting
seems an ingenuous portrait of a creator offering his latest
work: ostensibly blank yet laden with possibility, trans-
mutable yet ultimately consumable. Chef d’oeuvre . . . the
ever-elusive masterpiece, to be seasoned to taste. Itis a
meta-painting, a painting about its own process. Appear-
ing without invitation, it makes no promises. Or is it pos-
sible that Baechler’s pizza man is offering a secular
equivalent of Communion?

Baechler’s pursuit of lonely modern icons led him to look at
furniture ads. Centrally positioned images of chairs and
chaise lounges rendered in black gloss enamel soon
appeared hovering over generic pastiches of paintings with
stripes, chevrons or brushy monochromes. Enlarged to the
point at which they begin to lose resolution, the idiosyn-
cratic lines of these chairs resemble Rorschachs, and
encourage a perverse sort of meditation. In Balcony, 1981, a
row of six theater chairs drifts train-like across a painterly
heaven, transporting Platonic musings about ideal Forms
and their earthly imitations to a Pop Shangri-La. In New
Iberia, done in the same year, a Stella-cum-Johns chevron
pattern doubles as an abstract ground and a literal floor for
a Victorian armchair. Corbu Chaise, 1982, cynically juxta-
poses the image of a Le Corbusier chaise lounge against a
green and white stripe motif reminiscent of the pattern of a
common lawn chair. In all three paintings, the chairs are
presented in three-quarter view and in perfect perspective,
taunting the viewer who may not partake of the repose
they proffer. Reminding the onlooker that there is no rest
for the art-wary, Baechler initiates an ongoing preoccupa-
tion with the inherent frustrations of Arts and Leisure. The
chairs, as well as the modernist “paintings” they are situ-
ated among, are apparitional signifiers.




A boy who draws like Raphael would be punished today;
they expect of him children’s drawings.z
— Pablo Picasso, 1958

| observe the way these people are drawing and a lot of it
has to do with educating myself to unknown things. It's a
retooling of my skills, continually trying to abandon the
things that | know too well. Getting too much expertise is
the curse of the artist.?

— Donald Baechler, 1987

As much fertile territory as Baechler uncovered by mining
cheap illustration for its metaphysical possibilities, after

a year or so he abandoned appropriation in favor of a per-
sonal rediscovery of drawing. Inspired by art of schizo-
phrenics and in turn, Dubuffet’s art brut, he began to do
hundreds of quickly executed drawings while sitting in
bars. Fascinated by the drawings of unschooled artists, he
would ask drunks to draw certain subjects, often Baechler
himself. He studied these drawings, sometimes incorporat-
ing their formal tendencies into his own work. In a series
of paintings done in 1982 and 1983, he selected a few
drawings from among the stacks he had turned out, en-
larged them, and placed them, much as his earlier found
drawings, amidst brushy grisaille fields. In The Zagreb Pic-
ture, two faces and a truncated figure float incongruously
in a sea of grey, held in somnambulent captivity like char-
acters in a Samuel Beckett play. One of the faces reap-
pears in Oum Kalsoum, isolated, solemn as a waning
crescent moon. In both paintings the drawings remain
“projections” or transparent spectres around which a
detached drama is staged.

Baechler’s predilection for textural surfaces, apparent in Oum Kalsoum, 1982
his work from the onset, was more tangibly realized in the
development of a curious collage technique. He began in
1984 to glue scraps of note paper over painted areas,
eschewing the build-up of paint from what he terms an
“archeological” approach. By 1985 he was editing out false
starts by affixing successive layers of canvas, muslin and
lace to painted canvas, sometimes resulting in a mass of
material as thick as board. Ghosts of buried lines and
color peer through the added materials, undermining

what little stability the agitated “final” image can muster.
Baechler claims he adopted this technique because he

“. .. never get[s] it right the first time.” Flaws become
opportunities for infusing the paintings with elusive his-
tories, as those found beneath peeling layers of wallpaper
in an abandoned interior. The artist leaves decoy palimp-
sests for some future art historian/sleuth who seeks clues
in a rejected composition painted underneath a late twen-
tieth century work.

People have nightmares about my paintings sometimes.
It pleases me enormously.*
— Donald Baechler, 1987

Baechler’s further involvement with collage coincides with
an increasing abandon in his drawing style. Drips of paint
become profuse, and lines break up due to their trek over
the canvas’ varied topography. The lush grey fields of the
Oum Kalsoum period make way for more austere back-
grounds evocative of bleached desert sands. In Bay of
Bengal, 1985, a distorted figure (a mutant descendent of
Picasso’s pre-cubist Woman with Loaves) balances skele-




Composition with Suitcase, 1987

tal globes on her turbaned head and shoulder. Two extra
noses and three eyes are barely visible through a white-
washed patch of muslin covering an earlier attempt at un-
likeness. One need not know that this looming giant of a
painting is subtitled No Future in order to catch its apoca-
lyptic overtones —its protagonist is already embalmed.
The hand-clenching figure in Holiday in Cambodia Il

(a companion piece from the same year) is like an Atlas
begrudgingly bearing the world’s weight while an anthro-
pomorphic cluster of globes hovers menacingly at his side.
Apparently, Baechler isn't offering any guaranteed return
fare on his vacation charters.

You always do the same painting whether it looks different
or not.s

— Andy Warhol, 1981

Composition with Toy Boat, from a series done in Paris in
the spring of 1987, features a Fisher-Price faced toy/child
defined by geometric areas of color, rather than the artist’s
typical black-outline device. The figure’s stub-like arm
points to a sailboat rendered in black lines. Pointing is a
child’s earliest means of acknowledging recognition of
something that is Not-Baby, and here, the limitations of
pictorial representation as language are likened to a
child’s frustration toward things that are physically or
conceptually out of reach. As in Bay of Naples, the repre-
sentational elements in the composition address the limbo
world of painting in which they are stranded. The motifs of
abstract painting that served as backgrounds in Baechler’s
work of 1981-1982 are reborn in the simple geometries of
the gesturing figure. Washcloths affixed to the canvas
relinquish their original identities to become canvases
within the canvas, through which the characters of the
painting pass in their precarious voyage from concept to
image. In Baechler’s alchemical world of reversal, travel,
an abstraction, is represented by the image of a toy boat,
while the figure is dematerialized by its metamorphosis
into a toy. Their interaction is about as absurd as a stop
sign talking to a traffic light.

In Coney Island #2, a work from an ongoing series begun
in 1987, an intriguing equilibrium between abstract and
figurative elements is realized. Here, a disembodied doll
face is suspended in a grey field packed with yellow rec-
tangles. Like an amoeba that absorbs and transforms
materials from its environment, the face is composed
solely of circles, crescents and a triangle. Yet Baechler’s
harmoniously coexistent arrangements of shape and color
do not describe a geometry of innocence. Given the artist's
tireless exploration of figuration and abstraction as sym-
biotic, interchangeable signs, the mournful doll can be
read as a warning against too self-righteous a regard for
any mode of representation.

L

Though | have not yet had a nightmare about Coney
Island, | can feel one coming on. Meanwhile, | hear that
Donald is painting in Naples this summer.

— Barry Blinderman

Notes

'Leo Steinberg, “Contemporary Art and the Plight of Its Public,” Harper’s Magazine, March, 1962.
2Dore Ashton, Picasso on Art: A Selection of Views, 1972, p. 104.

3Paul Taylor, “Donald Baechler,”FlashArt, October, 1987, p. 90.

“Taylor, p. 91.

5Barry Blinderman, “Modern ‘Myths’: An Interview with Andy Warhol,” Arts, October, 1981, p. 145.
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Ipanema Suite #5, 1987
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enamel on canvas
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collection of Angela Ho,
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acrylic and enamel on canvas
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New York
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enamel on canvas

24 x 24 inches
collection of the artist

Sphinx 1981

enamel on canvas

24 x 24 inches
collection of the artist

Knot 1981

enamel on canvas

24 x 24 inches
collection of the artist

Marital Aid 1981
enamel on canvas

24 x 24 inches
collection of the artist

Crimes of Passion 1981
gnamel on canvas
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collection of the artist

Corbu Chaise 1982
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9% x 54 inches
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Collection, New York

Self Portrait 1982
acrylic on canvas

60 x 48 inches
collection of the artist

Oum Kalsoum 1982
acrylic on canvas

48 x 48 inches

collection of the artist

The Zagreb Picture 1982-83
acrylic on canvas
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collection of Tony Shafrazi,

New York

Holiday in Cambodia Il
1985

acrylic, rhoplex, muslin and lace
on canvas

111 x 66 inches

collection of the artist

Bay of Bengal (No Future)
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acrylic, muslin and rhoplex on
canvas
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collection of Tony Shafrazi

Untitled (Toothache) 1985
acrylic, muslin and rhoplex on
canvas

64 x 64 inches

collection of James Brown,

New York

Composition with Suit-
case 1987

acrylic and collage on canvas

59 x 59 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery,
New York

Composition with Guitar
1987

acrylic and collage on linen

59 x 59 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Composition with Toy
Boat 1987

acrylic and collage on linen

59 x 59 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Coney Island #2 1987
acrylic, collage and varnish on
canvas

54 x 54 inches

collection of Paul Anderson,
Chicago

Ipanema Suite #1 1987

ink on paper

12.5 x 8.75 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Ipanema Suite #2 1987

ink on paper

12.5x 8.75 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Ipanema Suite #3 1987

ink on paper with collage

12.5 x 8.75 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Catalogue
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Exhibition

Ipanema Suite #4 1987
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12.5 x 8.75 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Ipanema Suite #5 1987

ink on paper

12.5 x 8.75 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Ipanema Suite #6 1987

ink on paper

12.5 x 8.75 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Ipanema Suite #8 1987

ink on paper

12.5 x 8.75 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery

Ipanema Suite #10 1987
ink on paper

12.5 x 8.75 inches

courtesy of Tony Shafrazi Gallery
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