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THE TABERNACLE OF PHILIP TAAFFE by Brooks Adams

One of the best abstract painting shows of 1993
took place not in New York, Paris, London,
Cologne, or Los Angeles but in Miami, Flori-
da—that revivified center of Art Deco histori-
cism and Latin American chutzpah. There from
April 2 to June 20, at the Center for the Fine
Arts, was an exhibition of new work by Philip
Taaffe that museums and galleries around the
world would have killed for. Under the aegis of
an enterprising young curator named Louis
Grachos (currently acting director of the muse-
um), the show was modest in size, comprising
only 11 paintings, hung mostly in a single gallery
and spilling out into the front hall. It was accom-
panied by a glossy pamphlet that, to this read-
er’s surprise, turned out to be full of detailed
revelations about the paintings, many of them
taken from an interview between Grachos and
the artist.

Strange affinities existed between the Miami
setting and Taaffe’s architectonic abstractions.
It was as if the Miami Beach architects who
designed the modernist synagogues of the '50s
and ’60s were looking for inspiration at the
same kinds of Moroccan and Middle Eastern
architectural ornament that inspire Taaffe in
his profoundly Orientalist art. Conversely, many
of his paintings, for example North African Strip
(1993), might be taken as the ultimate form of
postmodernist temple decoration. With its rich
accretions of stenciled patterning derived from
actual templates used by Moroccan craftsmen
to embellish tables and shelving, the painting
has a literal relationship to the buildings of
Fez and Marrakesh. In a more general sense,
the pointedly Hispanic conceit of Philip John-
son’s bland ’80s design for the center, com-

" plete with wrought-iron grillwork and curved
- tile roofs, found an ideal complement, and a

higher realization, in Taaffe’s odes to ecclesi-
astical ironwork. In particular, his gigantic
tondo Rosette (1987), with its complicated black

“latticework and psychedelic color progressions,

presided over the entrance to the museum and
seemed to bring that empty shell up to par
with the resonances of Islamic architecture.

Not every painting in the show attained this
high level of realization. One large diptych, St.
John’s Gate (1993), based on a rubbing that
Taaffe made of an iron gate from a church in
his neighborhood in Manhattan, seemed to
stop short at a relatively elementary cloisonism
that the artist himself, in a gallery lecture,
likened to a theater set. Great effects were
sometimes achieved in smaller works, though.
A medium-size canvas, Snake Eyes (1993), was
remarkably successful in conveying the illusion
of a multivalent optics. The brilliantly colored
collaged elements—squiggly shapes derived
from the *30s Polygons of the American abstrac-
tionist and disciple of Jean Arp, Charles Shaw—
provide clandestine glimpses into different
painting fields; many eyes, and viewpoints, are
thus suggested.

The Miami show was impressive as a whole

for its lucid demonstration of Taaffe’s various
relationships to the arts of painting and print-
making, especially his bold annexation of print-
ing techniques, including silkscreens, stencils,
cardboard relief plates, and glass monotypes
made with lithographic inks. This plethora of
experimental printing helps the artist con-
cretize his attempts to make abstract paintings,
each of which he intends to evoke “a specific
physical, geographical, historical, cultural
place.”

The tropical genius loci of Taaffe’s work, as
redolent of late Matisse in Nice as of Jane and
Paul Bowles in Tangier, was maximized in
Miami. But the show also gave us a fresh sense
of the artist’s lapsed-Catholic, New Jersey begin-
nings, such as might not have been quite noticed
or emphasized in New York or Europe, when
Taaffe rose to prominence in the mid-1980s.
This revisionist glance helped to dispel the
clichés that have already accumulated around
Taaffe’s early work, namely, that he was first and
foremost a glib appropriationist. I remember
being much impressed, during the heyday of
the East Village scene, by Taaffe’s insouciant
restagings of Barnett Newman’s “zip” paint-
ings in which the young artist replaced the
Abstract Expressionist’s abstract stripe with a
subtly imagistic collaged strip that suggested at
once a braid (shades of Matisse’s famous Back
sculptures) or even more humorously, a cock-
tail-lounge variety of swizzle stick. (These 1985
works were not in the Miami show.) Instead,
there was an opportunity to see a more unusu-
al painting with an explicitly figurative refer-
ence, Martyr Group (1983), composed of rows
of totemic police targets collaged with circular
targets behind them, like the halos around
saints’ heads in Trecento art and Byzantine
and Russian icons. This monumental, grisaille
collage painting, so unlike the brilliant color
abstractions we have come to expect from
Taaffe, immediately gave rise to intense spec-
ulation on my part. Kenneth Silver has sug-
gested in the Hand-Painted Pop catalogue that
Jasper Johns’ target paintings might be read as
homoerotic self-portraits recalling the iconog-
raphy of Saint Sebastian pierced with arrows.
Now Martyr Group can be annexed to this tra-
dition. Composed by a youthful artist, born in
1955 and living with the continual threat of a
modern-day plague that has also found in Saint
Sebastian a patron saint, this signally ambi-
tious, early collage painting reveals a vision of
Taaffe and his contemporaries as somehow
“targeted” that is darker and more poetic, as well
as more personal and programmatic, than I
had ever imagined.

The Miami show also provided ample oppor-
tunity to observe how Taaffe recycles material,
often returning to prints that he has been stock-
piling for several years. A new painting, Inner
City (1993), was literally made from the linocuts
that Taaffe had used in such works as Brest
(1985); both paintings were in the show and















