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Jonathan Lasker, Barogue Transparency, 1988, Oil on linen,
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Robert Motherwell, Wall Painting, 1950, Oll on composition board, 425" x 58".
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Looking so switched-off, Lasker’s work shows unexpected
structural affinities with that aspect of Abstract Expressionism
which was knowingly Euro-Surreal. For instance, as a kind of
basso supporting a melodic “figuration,” his striated patches re-
call images by Baziotes, such as the milky Jungle, of 1951. What
a difference of attitude, however. It is as if Lasker laid down a
thin ground of, as it were, non-fat milk, and then went and put
the heavy cream back on top of that: significantly, vis-a-vis French-
style modernism, the two-step process makes not for intensifica-
tion or rarefaction but for the opposite, an almost chemical
materialism, synthetic in the common sense even if also, differ-
ently, of Synthétisme. Equally synthetic in the popular sense are
his arch or lurid colors—which a student of mine, to Lasker’s
delight, once contemptuously characterized as “from the K-mart
School of Color Painting.”

One afternoon in the spring of 1985, I think, when Peter
Nagy was in Boston and I invited him to make a double-time
sweep through the Fogg, Peter pointed out the remarkably
Lasker-like fusing and flat overlay of motifs in Motherwell’s Wal/
Painting (1950), in which it is as if Motherwell had sought to
de-apply the graphicism of Matisse’s Jazz collages—forms in
bikinis—in paint. Motherwell’s work is obviously more
homogenized and sedate than Lasker’s. Yet in a more Beat,
saxophonic way Lasker makes pink look “cool.” Tellingly, even
his graphic sense evokes the sophisticated Postwar style of the
designer Paul Rand, including “intellectual” book jackets, in the
1950s. Lasker’s paintings are altogether abstract—more purely,
in fact, than they seem if you are still looking for signs of Renais-
sance picture structure—only they do not parade their abstrac-
tion. His is, as it were, a special kind of “third-stream,” Modern
Jazz Quartet sensibility.

A limply flat painting by Lasker from 1978, 5 of Spades,
evokes early Lichtenstein or Warhol even more than a famous
trope of early modernist critique. Actually, James Laver, discuss-
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ing playing cards in a precocious 1948 article “Good Bad Paint-
ing,” observed that it was in fact only in the 19th century that
playing-card designs underwent their (to us) conventional dou-
bling, with two reversible tops, which suggests that we should be
careful not to assume that before a certain point in the 1800s a
reference to cards implies the anti-pictorialism of a reversible
design.” Now the playing-card trope for post-impressionist flat-
ness, including Courbet’s rather red-neck insult to the Olympia,
is by now too boring to rehearse, except that, via Cézanne and
Cubism, and in analogy with chess as a cerebral theme, its abstract
connotation of gaming may lead into that different cliché, of art
as play.

Let me interject a point from an insightful early modern
aesthetician who nowadays never even has the honor of being
hit-listed in anti-modernist purges, Vernon Lee. Reviewing the
then-new German “empathy” theory at the turn of the century,
she reached the point of suggesting that decoration itself “might
be explained as a parasitic excrescence of play upon work.” This
was a challenge not only to the Romantic poet Schiller’s idea of
play as creative freedom but also to Herbert Spencer’s notion of
art as surplus energy discharged in free play. But “freedom,”
according to Lee, “is not the aim of the artistic process, but its
necessary condition, since we do not act freely in order to take
pleasure in freedom, but please ourselves because we happen to
be free to do so.”® Considering Lee’s reversal helps me to under-
stand something I before only sensed, how some of the wit in
Lasker’s paintings depends on their looking stubbornly belabored

Marsden Hartley, West Brooksville, Malne, 1939, Oil on board, 22" x 16",
Courtesy Robert Miller Gallery.



even as they look “well-groomed.” How ruthlessly, come to think
of it, Lasker handles the decorative, banging out again and
again the almost the same, hardly spontaneous cadenzas and
“ornamentation.”

A painting by Lasker from 1987, Fashionable Obscurity, has
a purple, “high-key” field, like a color in a yuppie sportswear
catalogue for “jocks” of no team affiliation. Onto this is applied,
or rather, into it is more or less inlaid, an array of broad, strug-
glingly hand-drawn vertical stripes of mud-like ochre. Stripes and
field alike are overlaid interruptively by twin amorphous white
patches striped vertically with black, each of which is further
overlaid by a linear, sign-like motif in red—a pointless hieroglyph
something like a fusion of the “heart” and “spade” of playing
cards. (Giving two instances of the same red motif on differently
shaped but similarly striped white patches, side by side, recalls
Rauschenberg’s anti-expressionist ~self-simulation in closely
doubling painterly quirks from Factum I over into Factum I1, both
1957.) Here, too, as elsewhere, Lasker juxtaposes two different
kinds of color, as different as attitudes, one tending toward the
gorgeous and at least a caricature of the feminine and the other
toward a dumb profondo look that by rights should be a caricature
of the masculine—the latter playing as if “den” pieces to the
“boudoir” air of the former, or, by a stretch, baroque to their
rococo.

By belabored I mean also to imply driven, in the sense of
Artaud’s The Theatre and Its Double (1938)—this in spite of Jean
Baudrillard’s attempt to swallow up Artaud, Pac Man-like, mak-
ing him a mere “referential” of what he wrote. Take the idea of
“matter as revelation, suddenly dispersed in signs to teach us the
metaphysical identity of concrete and abstract and to teach us
this zn gestures made to last.”” Thanks probably to the cult of
Baudrillard, the pop-intellectual Marshall McLuhan of the ’80s,
there is a current, wrongheaded sense of a “double” as some kind
of deracinated simulacrum, as if, in Lasker’s case, the works were
nothing more than stand-ins for abstract paintings. This is simply
not what Artaud termed “the double,” which is anything but
inert. A snatch or two from Artaud iz gear shows how unsuitable
to an ironically distanced posture his “double” ought to be (his
definitive example being the Balinese theater): “As if waves of
matter were tumbling over each other, dashing their crests into
the deep and flying from all sides of the horizon to be enclosed
in one minute portion of tremor and trance—to cover the void
of fear.”® Copying the words down, I began to think of the follow-
ing in respect to a threat of anxious immobility in Lasker’s (in
one sense switched-off, in another quite brazen) icings of paint:
“A chaotic boiling, full of recognizable particles and at moments
strangely orderly, crackles in this effervescence of painted rhythms
in which the many fermatas unceasingly make their entrance like
a well-calculated silence.”® It’s the fermatas that really do it, by
analogy with the blatant gaps in Lasker’s structures, but the nearly
swooningly farfetched conviction counts too.

I t cannot have escaped Lasker that his own work, however swart,
is much less simplistic and has less “attitude” than fashion
dictates. He seems to paint out of suave disgust with the way
things are, perhaps with disgust for the pseudo-radical philistine’s
antipathy toward painting. Thus I see his work not as an empty,

Jonathan Lasker, Idiot Savant, 1983, Oll on canvas, 78" x 60".
Courtesy Massimo Audiello Gall

ill-defined “double” for painting, that is, as part of current
bourgeois anti-art voodoo, but as a true “treble” to that false
“double,” or better—as the German translator of the germinal
version of this essay gave it, a couple of years ago (though who,
here, could be expected to know about church music)—as a kind
of “descant,” gliding up an octave above its given basis.
Lasker’s barky, stucco-like facture, anaestheticized as it is,
does manage to affirm painting. Baudrillard generalizes with
dumbfounding crudity in his remarks on “The Stucco Angel”
(welcome to the '80s), but his slapdash insult to historical truth
takes on interest before Lasker’s heavy, stucco-ish impastos.
“Stucco exorcises the unlikely confusion of matter into a single
new substance, and is prestigious theatrically because [it] is itself
a representative [i.e., representational?] substance, a mirror of
all the others”'®; here is at least the flavor, let’s say, of Lasker’s
kind of significance. But while Baudrillard’s cynicism as to the
possibility of sublimating (negligible) matter into (appreciable)
immaterial effect conveniently sweeps a great deal of worthy art,
old and new, out of the way, in today’s circumstances—including
by now even debasements of Baudrillard!—even blasphemous
anti-painting has to entail painting per se sufficiently to count.

ARTSMAGAZINE 41



than Lasker, Expressive Abst

, 1989, Oll on canvas, 120" x 90",
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I keep speaking of Baudrillard, against my will. If only he
conveyed a sense that his brutalization of Artaud, whose thought
was no delicate bloom, had been sportif, we could thank him for
cleverly driving us back to the original “double” that got mar-
ginalized before “margins” themselves became so hot. Certainly
the Artaudian double is no coy postmodern tap dance. When,
under the heading “An Affective Athleticism,” Artaud calls on
the actor (read artist) “to make use of his emotions as a wrestler
makes use of his muscles,” seeing “the human being as a Double,
like the Ka of the Egyptian mummies, like a perpetual specter
from which the affective powers radiate,” he calls for unnervingly
vivid affect (not none), for “virtues which are not those of an
image but carry a material sense.”"" Far from implying business
as usual, this seems to indicate a toughened, materialized version
of dramatic “image.” I now find myself dwelling on Artaud, in
turn; but he heads me into the special “double,” or double-nega-
tion of the simplistic, mistaken double, in Lasker’s art.

An actor, or artist, should be like a wrestler? What can this
mean right now, with even that debased? You don’t have to be a
Barthes to see that there is an art world as blaspheming of its
own classic equivalent, not only as profiteering, as the world of
“pro” wrestling, as I have written elsewhere. If Lasker’s appliqués
of disjunct forms are at all like the shadow puppets or the body-
ornamented dancers of Artaud’s East Indies (already admired by
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Derain, among, the Fauves), don’t the similar ballet tights with
wild arabesqué designs of Nijinsky now resurface with Artaudian
underclass outrageousness in the figured tights of Ravishing Rick
Rude, of the “World Wrestling Federation” (an operation so
purely commercial that, like Jeff Koons, it simply self-advertises)~
Some would see Lasker that way, and enthusiastically; but then.
for his double-negation of painting, I see him instead as more
like an Arthur Craven, the boxer who rates as a Dadaist, but onlv
because he really did box. While I'd hate in effect to hand over
Lasker (a loyal Mets fan) to the French, the Artaudian aspect of
his work isn’t unrelated to the Artauderie of that great anti-painter
whose art is very much real painting, Dubuffet, either.

ontemporaneous with The Theater and Its Double, with its

wittily defensive imputation to a painting by Lucas van
Leyden of “metaphysical” ideas (“I am sorry to use this word.
but it is their name”'?), was the famous lecture by Heidegger.
“The Establishment by Metaphysics of the Modern World Pic-
ture” (1938), published as “The Age of the World Picture” (and
supplemented in Holzwege, 1952). Here the philosopher main-
tains not that a new, Cartesian world-picture replaced a pre-mod-
ern one, but rather that the Cartesian method uniquely effected
the very representability of the world as such. This “modern”
world-picture being (or having been?) the world-picture, the very
condition of appearing altogether new “is peculiar to the world
that has become picture.” The picturability, as such, of the world.
Heidegger sees as essentially modern; and the very word “picture”
(bild) “now means the structured image (gebild) that is the crea-
ture of man’s producing ...”" The very understanding of its
coming into being is tinged by a sense that almost from its first
comprehensibility the world-picture would have to dissipate.

Is it rash to find here, half a century later, some inevitable
“postmodernity” implicit in modernity itself, or is that a thought
only an amateur could get away with? Clearly, Jonathan Lasker
dallies with mechanisms of depiction already subverted in a cen-
tury of modern painting: a now almost pointlessly imagic draw-
ing-in-paint; stripes dopily adrift from their mates in a more
air-headed than atmospheric field; loose parts from the old Erec-
tor Set of perspective. Some of us have been quite happy that the
preposterous old picturability has been defunct since 1910, so
why pretend we’re disappointed? And if we never wanted to “buy
into” the puritan postmodernists’ interminable funeral for paint-
ing, well, we can admire how Lasker manages to concoct represen-
tations of our present, not altogether unfortunately unpicturable,
condition. “No age lets itself be done away with by a negating
decree,” says Heidegger, adding—as with so much art today—
“Negation only throws the negator off the path.”™ Heidegger
also says that “What belongs properly to the essence of the picture
is. . .system”; and “Where the world becomes picture, the system
... comes to dominance,” though “where the system is in the
ascendancy, the possibility always exists also of its degenerating
into the superficiality of a system that has merely been fabricated
and pieced together.”” This integral doubt in the artifice of pic-
turing af all seems to me rather like what Lasker negotiates in his
art. Lasker’s painting is no mere postmodernist documentation
of the disenfranchised means and mechanics of representation;
neither is it anti-modernist by simple “negating decree.”



Here, in the 1952 appendices Heidegger added to his
“World Picture” essay, it seems that “the melting down of the
self-consummating essence of the modern age,” which in context
is practically to say of picturability itself, “into the self-evident,
is being accomplished.” To my eyes, Lasker reflects this condition
with a practically Nietzschean hilarity. Nietzschean in its own
right is the way, for Heidegger, the collapse has to occur in order
for there to be “fertile soil for Being to be in question in an
original way”; hence, “Only there where the consummation of
the modern age attains the heedlessness [or recklessness (réick-
sichtlosigkert)] that is its peculiar greatness is future history being
prepared.”

To be sensitive to the tremors in the foundations beneath
us is perhaps almost to be condemned to a dandyish exclusivity.
If only the crumbling of the world-picture meant simply the final
downfall of academicized representation in painting, we could
simply cheer. By now, more has been crumbling than representa-
tional, or even modernist abstract, art. Lasker’s reckless,
riicksichtlosige images might be said to consist of shards of the
modern world-picture, yet he still manages to paint them with a
saving delight in painting. Of course, to the new Calvinist radicals,
beyond the pale even of so-called “Neo-Geo,” so naughty an
intimacy with paint almost calls for the pillory and stocks. But in
his own way Lasker is as critical as any. In a published statement,
he noticeably refrains from prevailing nihilism in explaining that
it is painting’s very “capacity to present the viewer with both a
fictive experience and an actual experience simultaneously” that
allows it to “examine the very mechanism of fiction” and the way
we invest meaning in its “random graphic marks.”"” Even in its
dandyism, Lasker’s art is strong on defence: it is as if unwilling
to “play ball” without putting up a fight.

Despite the risk of a dandyism of appreciation, my thoughts
on Lasker seem to be spiraling outward. Collins and Milazzo’s
piquantly crafty suggestion that Lasker’s “strife” between figure
and ground might be likened to “the social phenomenon of ‘class
struggle’” calls the attention of irony to art’s shared frontier with
social life.”® Somewhere between the large world of the class strug-
gle and the little world of a single painting is the art world, where,
as the sociologist Levin Schiicking could already write more than
four decades ago, “one can become a success only if. following
the American device, one ‘gets talked about.”™ Schiicking seems
quite relevant to Lasker when he explores the sociology of tra-
ditional high-class taste as anti-individualistic and accustomed to
thinking in types: “The complete exposure of the life of the emo-
tions, like all that is ruthless in expression. is . . . bound to be
unattractive . . . It is always revealing things that must at all costs
be suppressed.”’® Lasker, I think, deals with such deep-seated
detachment just enough for his willful azaestheticism to be man-
ifest as an “isometric” strength. It is the bad-taste part. then. thar
begins to seem more than dandyish or indulgent, given that upper-
class types, conditioned by concern with inheritance. consign art
to a decorative place in their scheme of life and tend to be repelled
by eccentricity; then again, “Repulsion wears off. Unconscious
compromises are made between earlier ideals and that which s
constantly seen or heard.” In other words, as Schiicking quotes
Max Liebermann as saying, “Take the picture away. or I shall
begin to like it.”%°

Jonathan Lasker, Bomn Yesterday, 1989, Oil on linen, 77" x 102"
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It is hardly as a mere child of his age that I admire Lasker
in his art—certainly not in the sense that “the children of this
world are in their generation wiser than the children of light™
(Luke 16:8). Yes, Lasker’s art is this-worldly instead of “transcen-
dental,” but its very wit must be good for the spirit too. “You
have as much laughter as you have faith,” it has been said. Oscar
Wilde? No; Luther.?! O
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