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Profound Associations
Charles Garabedian at L.A. Louver

ardonic “rediscovery” of

the roots of Western cul-

ture has become a verita-

ble industry in the
“postmodern” biz, as artists as
diverse as Anne and Patrick
Poirier, Stephen McKenna,
David Ligare, Martha Mayer
Erlebacher, Claudio Bravo and
Grant Drumbheller

BY MILES BELLER

dian’s latest exhibition, which
fcatured fourteen pieces
grouped under the heading
Studies for the lliad, recently at
L.A. Louver’s Market Street lo-
cation. For Garabedian’s acrylic
paintings on paper and canvas
are vital and explosive, a far cry
from the Trojan horse delivered

work lashes and slashes, and at
moments evokes the hell-fire
Guernica of Picasso or the
scratchy, scrawly messages of
street gang graffiti. But one also
finds the edgy imagery of Francis
Bacon and barely containable
fury of Leon Golub.

This isn’t to say that

the valuc of “internal consisten-
cy” and the merit of an overall
unified effect (e.g., competing
textures, techniques and tones
clash and vie for the eye and
dominance over the total com-
position; dismembered figures,
defiled by the wages of war, be-
atifically survey their bloody
wounds while wandering uncer-
tain landscapes of emerging and
receding moods.

Ironically, the greatest
strength of Studies for the lliad is
also its most telling weakness.

Although Garabedian valiantly

L.A. Louver appear in transition,
still in search of resolution, the
artist yet to have made the hard
choices needed to pull counter-
vailing pieces together and mar-
shal the compositions into
commanding visual victories.
There is the underlying sensc, as

‘well, that by placing such a res-

onate title as Studies for the lliad
over the show, Garabedian be-
comes as automatic beneficiary of
the profound associations elicited
by this historic work of poetics,
which chronicles in hexameter
verse the feud between Greek

warrior Achilles and

produce arch icons
chuck-a-block full
of stylistic elements
and design flourish-
es lifted straight
from such venera-
bles as the Acropo-
lis and Pantheon.
Indecd, confronted
with a show of these
nouveau ancien cre-
ations, we frequent-
ly feel as if we have
stumbled onto an
abandoned set of
a D. W. Griffith
film, one of those
historical epics that
campily reinvents the past rather
than taking it trenchantly to
task.

While such exercises can be
good fun—kicky kitsch that
prompts a sly grin and wily
wink—much of this work ends
up in a cerebral cul de sac, a
trick without a point.

Not so the iconoclastic
“classicism” of Charles Garabe-

by too many of the Postmods
currently rummaging through
temple ruins and coliseum arti-
facts. For unlike the classical “re-
treads” of, say, Carlo Maria
Mariani (cold, meticulous work
fastidiously playing on museum
notions and college survey art
texts of ancient Greck and
Roman figuration and form), the
classicism of Garabedian’s latest

Garabedian’s pictures function
predominantly as a stylistic
catchall for a clutch of modern
masters. Rather, the work in-
spired by Garabedian’s reading
of the epic poem attributed to
Homer serves as a commanding
battleground on which the artist
furiously fights with his own no-
tions of painting, challenging
and engaging such concerns as

struggles with conflicting feel-
ings about how to claim the pic-
ture plane (boldly launching
numerous campaigns and attacks
to discover new ways out of age-
old problems), the willful aban-
donment of any one consistent
approach ends up as empty chaos
as opposed to compelling anar-
chy. In fact, the two central
paintings on canvas featured at

King Agamemnon
during the sicge of
Troy, which in turn
resulted in the slaying
of Hector, the Trojan
warrior-prince.

Yet such com-
ments are secondary
in context of Gara-
bedian’s immense in-
ventive powers and
the overriding force
of his gifts as a
painter. In his work,
we find protean ex-
perimentation, dar-
ing brush play and
striking color combi-
nations, the manifestation of a
man whose heroic struggles
with the process of painting be-
come the very stuff of his intre-
pid art. 4]

Charles Garabedian through April
18 at L.A. Louver, Venice.

Miles Beller is co-editor of Ameri-
can Datelines and consulting editor of the
Jungian quarterly Psychological Perspectives.

A conversation with Charles

Artweek  Could you talk about
your goals as a painter?

Charles Garabedian My
goals are actually an investiga-
tion of myself. In my most hon-
est moments I can say that the
only thing I am really interested
in is me, in finding out who I am,
and I choose to find out through
painting. I look at my work and
wonder how things get the way
they are, and what that repre-
sents in terms of me.

AW [ don'’t sense that your paint-
ings are autobiograpbical, though.

CG No. Autobiography im-
plies that you are writing a book
to communicate. I am just writ-
ing a book to myself. I am curi-
ous about who I am, what I am,
as opposed to who everybody
else is. I might add that there is

BY R. J. MERRILL

no good reason to find out this
information.

AW  Unless it can belp one come
to a deeper understanding of one’s
self.

CG ‘There is something to be
said about that, but I don’t think
it works that way. You’re imply-
ing that one can achieve a great
satisfaction at some point. I don’t
think that can happen as you dig
deeper and deeper.

AW  There’s no epiphany?
CG I've had a few minor
epiphanies along the way.

AW  Are you saying that as one
gets to one level of understanding,
one arrives at another level that
must be explored?

CG I think so, yes.

Garabedian

AW  What is the experience for
the viewer of your work? Do you
bave any expectations of what the
viewer will take from your paint-
ings?

CG None at all. I'm not
preaching. I have nothing to say
in terms of communicating. T be-
lieve that any time you try to
communicate, you’re making bad
painting.

AW | gssumne that you’re not en-
amored of the political work we see
so much these days.

CG I'm not. People try to read
my work as political. They come
in and apply a narrative to the
work and I say no, no.

AW  Your work bas been labeled
as Postmodern and you are often
grouped with other Postmodern

artists. Many of these artists are
consciously deconstructivist and some
may read your work in the same
manner.

CG I have no problem with
that. The world cannot help but
filter in. When they talk about
deconstruction, I think back to
the paintings I did coming out of

Charles Garabedian, 1981. (Photo: Thomas P. Vinetr.)

college and see that taking place.

AW  You said in 1989 that ‘1
bave often thought that there are
paintings and then there are pic-
tures and that 1 make pictures.’
Could you explain the difference be-
tween pictures and painting and
bow you see your work fitting in
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there?

CG I am not sure that that is
properly stated. What I do is
paint. The physical act of paint-
ing is what is intcresting to me
and the picturcs arc mercly the
residue of that act. The act of
painting is the exciting thing.

AW  That makes me think of
Harold Rosenberg’s comments on
Abstract Expressionism, where be
describes the canvas as an arena in
which the artist acts, the works as
autobiographical, and the object
made from this encounter as only
the documentation of the creative
experience.

CG I look at it as even less
than that. I look at the object as
something of not much value.
Simply becausc of its physical
naturc it cannot be of any real
value. The real value was in the
cxperience and the moving
around of the paint. But, on the
other hand, I’ve scen a lot of
great paintings.

AW [ have a friend who talks
about bis work as a spiritual thing,
that what be docs is somebow con-
nected with bis spiritual nature.
The way you talk of the act of
painting made me think of bim.
That somebow there is more than
the physical thing there, that it is
connected to bigger things.

CG I don't go for the spiritu-
al. It’s wonderful if it is there,
but I don’t go for it as a painter.
That would be too hard. Yet, I
think a lot about the collective
unconscious. Would I be talking
spiritual if I said I believed in the
collective unconscious?

AW [ don’t know the answer to
that.
CG I halfway belicve in it sim-

ply because I entertain it in my
work and it entertains me. I look
at old Armenian manuscripts and
I see similarities with my work; a
similar handling

CG Lect me tell you a little
story about that Bad Painting
show. Marcia called me and told

mec about the show she was

It helped. There where a lot of
figurative painters at the time
but this was a different kind of
figurative painting. It had to do
with contempo-

of line, similari-
ties in approach
to subject matter,
a great number of
similaritics that
cxist there. 1
don’t know if I
am consciously
lifting them or
whether  they
come from the
collective uncon-
scious.

Somcone
pointed out these
similarities to me
after looking at
my work and be-
fore I had ever
looked at Arme-
nian manuscripts.
He was an Ar-
menian from the
old country. He
started sending
mc books of Ar-
menian  manu-
script  illumi-
nation. I tried to
lift from them
but it wouldn’t
work, yet there
was somecthing in my work that
paralleled what I saw in these old
manuscripts.

AW [ recently reread Peter Pla-
gens’s The Academy of the Bad,
which was written around the tine
that Marcia Tucker included your
work in the show entitled Bad
Painting. In many ways your -worl
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Charles Gﬂmbedmn, Study for the lliad, 1991, acrylic on canvas,
109" x 80", ot LA. Louver, Venice. [Photo: William Nettles.)

doing and she told me the title
and asked me what I thought of
it. I answered that there was
only onc other title that I liked
better and that was Good Paint-

ing.

AW  Plagens wrote that ‘good’
painting bad become predictable
and boring, cichéd, and that ‘bad’

balle
does ige pre

p g suddenly seemed to revi-

expectations of ‘good’ vcr:u: ‘bad’
painting.

talize painting in some way.

CG I think it probably did.

Chorles Garabedian, Study for the fiod, 1991, acrylic on paper, 30-1/2" x 43", ot LA. Louver, Venice. (Photo: William Nettles.)

rary timcs, a morc
modcrn kind of
painting and atti-
tude, a recaction to
the more formal
concerns of the
time.

AW  [u Marcia
Tucker’s essay in
the catalog, you are
quoted as saying, “I
take an antagonistic
stance when 1 paint.
Either because it’s
the way I am or be-
cause [ can’t do any
better. I am not in-
terested in devel-
oping technique.
This doesn’t indi-
cate intelligence on
my part but impa-
tience.”

CG That part is
still true. In that
sense, the antago-
nism is gonc be-
cause I'm very
comfortable now
with the idea of
‘bad’ technique.

AW  For you the antagonistic
stance was the acceptance of ‘bad’
painting?

CG It was the result of sctting
up a figurc and simply working
it out in a very rough way.

AW  You were, doing figurative
work at a time when it wasn’t alto-
gether appreciated. Did the nega-
tive attitude toward figuration
affect your work? Did it matter to
you?
CG I think I was doing what I
wanted to do. I've flipped back
and forth between figurative
and nonfigurative work cver
since 1966. In 1965 and "6, I
did the first scries of work that
had a consistent and unique
quality that was truly minc. At
this point I realized that I had to
reject painting because 1 had
learned about art through paint-
ing. The painting 1 was doing
was as much in response to what
I had been taught as it was to
what I felt. Every linc I had
made in school had been judged
to be cither good or bad, which
reflected a teacher’s preference.
1 disregarded everything that
had been deemed bad. At onc
point I rcalized that the bad’
lines were mine, too.

I decided to go into sculp-
ture because I had never had any
instruction in it. I had no vocab-

ulary about spacc, movement,
the responsibilitics of sculpture
or what sculpturc was or any-
thing like that. I just made
things. But I think that they
were very interesting as sculp-
turc. I eventually went back to
painting after four ycars of mak-
ing sculpture.

AW When you went back to
painting, did you bave more frec-
dom to do what you wantcd to do,
to be comfortable with the bad?

CG The funny thing is, the

paintings were no different.

AW  Marcia Tucker makes an
interesting point in ber catalog
essay when she says that nonrepre-
sentational painting can be figura-
tive and that the painters in the
Bad Painting show were not inter-
ested in figuration per se, as was,
Jor example, Titian.

CG I agree. Idid a lot of back
and forth between nonrepresen-
tational and figurative work. I
always looked at the nonrepre-
sentational work as narrational.
I didn’t nccessarily know cxactly
what the narration was, but
there always was a sensc of a

story.

AW  Your most recent work is
bloodier than usual.

CG Well it’s the lliad. 1
hadn’t read it before and I had
to read it in relationship to
some prints I was making. I was
just coming off of a period of
ten months where I couldn’t
paint because my studio was
being renovated. It was time to
get back to painting and I de-
cided to do somcthing rcally
serious. Since I had just read
the Hiad, 1 decided to do stud-
ics for it.

I saw it as a bloody, crazy
thing in which the poetry is in
praise of rape, murder, thievery,
lying, cheating, plundering.
There are no spccifics, no rcal
personages. I thought that bat-
tleficlds and suffering was the
thing.

AW  You mentioned that your
paintings belp you deal with your-
self. What about the Iliad attracted
you?

CG The lliad presented an
immediate kind of image that I
could deal with. I wanted to test
myself in cpic terms. When you
deal with epic, it is incredible. I
have always looked at the idca of
scope and sweep and thought
great, great.

R. J. Merrill is a PhD candidate in
twenticth century art at the University of
Southern California.
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