


JASPER JOHNS AND PHILIP GUSTON!

Until secently this wouks hawe been an simont unthinkable panng. Afer ol
Wi 2 not Johm who froge the fetoile goilures of the Abstract Exgreisionaty
whide syrrbolically pratng thew mardood o & vise At arry 1ate, sah hat boen
We COmvennal wsdom swnce Johrs emerged in the Wte 1¥V50r paenting oy
s forrs i delBerate strokes that seemed S0 counter the AL Lx meodel M every
level—in the Yow spood of M marks, the desuty rather Ihan space clasmng
mature Of Yy Compoations, and the apparent emotional neutrafity of his Bes
Wonogiaphy of arbers, targets, flagn, and maga. AR the while, the young
Turks sldens and legoms of B folowers costinued 10 reesact estitential
araety and spontineoes sel defintion panting alter Quiverng panting

To this wel worn canard add recent critigues of fint generation New
York School painting that focun on wossl poltics and the sapect herO2atnn
of the mythic rafliare of the downtown svant: garde Here Jachson Polodk
plays he heavy snd pays The poice Tor 2 boyhood photo n Cowbioy duds, an
Aprensceiup with ab Amwrican Tintoresto mangud, Thoman HMart Berfon,
and 100 muxch hand-drinking, he-mandy powtuting = Mashattas ban, even
though e et of Poliodhs werk & (haraternized by an esquntely respomave
serviualny and delicacy Mere Jobow's satecal peaiie pectutes—Panting with
Fwo Bal, Aley Oop and ofheny—are interpretod by various swhook of
thought e posrted doubie enlendres dengned 1o undermene The suppoedly
wneQuivelsd mascubngy of Rtk The Drigper and his cobart, though n the



or Mory-tefling were, many ears remained desd 10 them and some actisty at
whonm the imperative wan drwcted teem umply 20t %0 have heard becaune
Doy Were 500 Dty reading. Gunton in partioudsr was & great reader and in
S3AR0N 10 8 voracious appetite for Sction—Kafta, Babel Roth beng Mgh
08 Nt Tat-he rrad poetry of aF Rndi. et gecially that of younger
Americars suth & Bl Berkwon, Clark Cooldge, Wilkam Corbett, Amn
Waldman and Frask O'Hara. For his part Johr han favored Wallace Steverm
and Mart Caane, who & an sapicit source for works weh ar Diver and
Periscope (Havt Crane) but aho O'Mara 10 whomm he dedicated & work titked
after one of O'Matd's poems, o Memary of My Feelngs. Al the tine It wan
pairted i 1961 st thvee years after Joheas pobic bresk theough—it was
among hn mout undaguned (WOTests a9t the view that hiv art wan the
L unfeelng antithein of Atatract Tapressionam. Bnally both Guvien and
Johes were devotees of Sarmuel Beckett, with whom Jobws uimmately reslined
he “liwe dwrtnte, ™ FovadesFiuries

Setting the mpact of poets aide, The paalie) poetics of Johoa's and
Guanan's works hinge primandy wpon the uncansiness of the pwindigle Lon—
O Shought ohpects they depioy, form 1hat seem 10 anchor thee compositions
yet render them and thelr meanings infevently untabile. A beiel inventory
o otifs wegpeits that some of the cormmpondences Detween the two srtnty
are Lalrly straight-farward. The most “Iaerary™ of these images, natually, &
the Book. And o, for example, Johas onde attached an open book %9 a can.
v and panted ower the tea? thereby Waniforming A wio & Bunselief, and

# lnguaticaly sune emblem representing the thing it formery was in &ty

Mty Ganton's oewvre i replete with Soppy Books resembing mastive tablety
'uwmmmmumﬂnw-ummn
 othet Attributer or wenet of the arthts wedio That ht at of eMeciively ae
et gortr piture ano appesr frequently in Johen at well 3 Guston The Lataer
- depicted himelf Doth &5 & jowdy Wubbly monster and o & Ku Kk

Klarnman, while in Sowvens the forme: had ha irmpasiive Photomat il eren

| Mreened on 10 & wucer he then incorporated nto 3 panted mantage and

Wiey reprned Mhographicaly. The mage of the canwes in front of which the

RO WL 1 2 gray mOnOchrome, and s such v anQely wrralet 10 the grah

red monochrome that Guaton s Kanuman an stares af in ome version of that

- Sulyect and the green monachrome that hangn abowe his head i another

The mpossinity of reading the exgreison on Johms face o of weing the
Lace under the hood in the Gutton wirbs i (respondingly aligned with the
B rncrutabiity of painting itself, It & s if sach time either of these artists
farowes one sk, another it expated. What & revesled i each (e s e
otxiurate Int protean nature of the wnbnowatée and the Padden

M Guaton’s second Sreatment of this theme - and &5 much a4 They wele
for Johwa ard de Kooming, repetition and varation were evential 10 his aes
et —the Klarmman n Doking ot a reked hght buih, aho a viaphe n Jobos
heakcon of mundene things, slong with shoes, watches and cost hanger For
ha part, Guaton fawcred thoes, wall chocks, and wons, bt the functien of
these poiodial souss & 10 seference the humblest specty of dady snistence



whule estranging Them o1 the sarvme Tave, and Dy That meam endng them
larger but Mways usrebable metaghors dmeniions. These dunessonm are
further arrplitiod and compicated By prevow ant histoncal rendtions s s
the hoes of Van Gogh - sodera of mortal beng-—or the daperate, Lrmalen
Wl lves of de Ohirco Wit thedr mmmolshaed docks, thowgh Jobhes rarely
ndulom in overtly metaghyucal ymboim and Gussen ondy does w0 with »
SN mre Overl Qrotesquery. Along the same bnes coinodentally, o 1979
oA and Gusaon peciured Drunhes phunged wio pant covered feceptackn —
& Savann coffes tin in e case of Johrn and & sawce pan the Gave of Guston,
WO Mury hawve eyed bt vanant s & may of entoring imto divect Salogue with
Johvn who had long meditased on the Sawann tn price % this date. Both
UTages resonate wimh the Compound Comnolations of begmnng: asd end-
NG, 1he intufive generation of iMagery And The LADENSION O Eahaalos of
D oo, The Mt action repuhion of the colored dirt—that ik what Guston
called odl pairnt and nomows bguadh from which Dbeauty b extracied and the
e to which the 100l that create sh Deauty ceturn at the end of the day.

Swch varounly evocative phipicality s planly manifest i e vl
WO of the fegments Guston and Johni wned and the tactlity of thair gen-
evally rikh pant handiling On Doth sidies of tha @Quaton, maslery i & matier
of the balarce between anbiguty and blurtaes. Nowhere b ths more (ru-
O Than in the Aumercws worka John has made wing radcally simplified
detads of The human face in COMDNILON with Othet plctographix Sevees for
and quat-oaturaintic representations of wasches, wooden slats, veih and

handerchioty, the Méky Way, gl 0ne pure riddie of & Whape that was the
Pulzting peotagonmt of many works in e 1990,

Guiton often Yageented the humen form, and in portrans of My wife
Muws and othen, more o less CoSfied Bhe horzon-bugging. foating eyeball
that returface in Johm's work Moe 3 snal cawing the insde of & glaw tank
Bt the poignant dapenal and ideminy Dreatening Sssocation of facial fee
tures i Johrs's dlone. SO dong he manages to 1uen the antive rectangle of the
hameng theet or canvas with @3 isternal armatires and decentening e s
100 of parts-to-whole Nto & cessienly Mmonphing cowntenance n whikh the
ahematively Dold, tender, comic, wmauous, awhwiard and wirtuoske touch of
e artst Secomes The means of wmmonng deep smoTons wihoot the

- Obyect of that emotion ever emerging from of coulmang out of the tentra-

Grory state of shapely deflirstion and structwal indefintenens n which Johes

locates anl we dscover Shem. For Srue and truth teilng aviivalence Yo
dchuove Shin pitch of inteniity 5 Counter Sermm muat Be Jarming as well as sub-

U, yric as well s prosaic, hought as well & felt. Despite real and wpposed

SfMerences, Joben and Guston had many things  common, Dt it wat wch
extremen of undentanding and wwch a4 range of exprewion that Leegs the
MTEIthetc harmonies v Ssonanies Between thee vbrating
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