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PROFILE

FORTY-ONE FALSE STARTS

How does the painter David Salle know when to stop? How does
the author know where to start? It’s all a question of process.

HERE are places in New York
where the city’s anarchic, un-
accommodating spirit, its fun-

damental, irrepressible aimlessness and
heedlessness have found especially firm
footholds. Certain transfers between
subway lines, passageways of almost
transcendent sordidness; certain sites of
torn-down buildings where parking lots
have silently sprung up like fungi; cer-
tain intersections created by illogical
confluences of streets—these express
with particular force the city’s penchant
for the provisional and its resistance to
permanence, order, closure. To get to
the painter David Salle’s studio, walk-
ing west on White Street, you have to
traverse one of these disquieting inter-
sections—that of White and Church
Streets and an interloping Sixth Av-
enue—which has created an unpleas-
antly wide expanse of street to cross,
interrupted by a wedge-shaped island
on which a commercial plant nursery
has taken up forlorn and edgy resi-
dence, surrounding itself with a high
wire fence and keeping truculently ir-
regular hours. Other businesses that
have arisen around the intersection—
the seamy Baby Doll Lounge, with its
sign offering “Go-Go Girls”; the el-
egant Ristorante Arqué; the nameless
grocery and Lotto center; the dour
Kinney parking lot—have a similar at-
mosphere of insularity and transience.
Nothing connects with anything else,
and everything looks as if it might dis-
appear overnight. The corner feels like
a no man’s land and—if one happens
to be thinking about David Salle—
looks like one of his paintings.

Salle’s studio, on the second floor of
a five-story loft building, is a long room
lit with bright, cold overhead light. It
is not a beautiful studio. Like the
streets outside, it gives no quarter to
the visitor in search of the picturesque.

BY JANET MALCOLM

It doesn’t even have a chair for the visi-
tor to sit in, unless you count a
backless, half-broken metal swivel chair
Salle will offer with a murmur of inat-
tentive apology. Upstairs, in his living
quarters, it is another story. But down
here everything has to do with work
and with being alone.

A disorderly profusion of printed
pictorial matter covers the surfaces of
tables in the middle of the room: art
books, art journals, catalogues, bro-
chures mingle with loose illustrations,
photographs, odd pictures ripped from
magazines. Scanning these complicated
surfaces, the visitor feels something
of the sense of rebuff he feels when
looking at Salle’s paintings, a sense that
this is all somehow none of one’s busi-
ness. Here lie the sources of Salle’s
postmodern art of “borrowed” or
“quoted” images—the reproductions of
famous old and modern paintings, the
advertisements, the comics, the photo-
graphs of nude or half-undressed
women, the fabric and furniture de-
signs that he copies and puts into his
paintings—but one’s impulse, as when
coming into a room of Salle’s paintings,
is to politely look away. Salle’s hermeti-
cism, the private, almost secretive na-
ture of his interests and tastes and in-
tentions, is a signature of his work.
Glancing at the papers he has made no
effort to conceal gives one the odd feel-
ing of having broken into a locked desk
drawer.

On the walls of the studio are five
or six canvases, on which Salle works
simultaneously. In the winter of 1992,
when I began visiting him in his stu-
dio, he was completing a group of
paintings for a show in Paris in April.
The paintings had a dense, turgid char-
acter. Silk-screen excerpts from Indian
architectural ornament, chair designs,
and photographic images of a woman

wrapped in cloth were overlaid with
drawings of some of the forms in
Duchamp’s “The Bride Stripped Bare
by Her Bachelors, Even,” rendered in
slashing, ungainly brushstrokes, to-
gether with images of coils of rope,
pieces of fruit, and eyes. Salle’s earlier
work had been marked by a kind of
spaciousness, sometimes an emptiness,
such as Surrealist works are prone to.
But here everything was condensed,
impacted, mired. The paintings were
like an ugly mood. Salle himself, a
slight, handsome man with shoulder-
length dark hair, which he wears se-
verely tied back, like a matador, was
feeling bloody-minded. He was going
to be forty the following September.
He had broken up with his girlfriend,
the choreographer and dancer Karole
Armitage. His moment was passing.
Younger painters were receiving atten-
tion. He was being passed over. But he
was also being attacked. He was not
looking forward to the Paris show. He
hated Paris, with its “heavily subsidized
aestheticism.” He disliked his French
dealer. . . .

2

N a 1991 interview with the screen-
writer Becky Johnston, during a
discussion of what Johnston impa-
tiently called “this whole Neo-Expres-
sionist Zeitgeist Postmodernist What-
ever-you-want-to-call-it Movement”
and its habit of “constantly looking
backward and reworking or recon-
textualizing art history,” the painter
David Salle said, with disarming frank-
ness, “You mustn’t underestimate the
extent to which all this was a process
of educating ourselves. Our generation
was pathetically educated, just pathetic
beyond imagination. I was better edu-
cated than many. Julian”—the painter
Julian Schnabel—“was totally unedu-
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Self-portrait by David Salle, 1994.
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cated. But 1 wasn’t much better,
frankly. We had to educate ourselves in
a hundred different ways. Because if
you had been hanging around the
Conceptual artists all you learned about
was the Frankfurt School. It was as
if nothing existed before or after. So
part of it was the pledge of self-educa-
tion—you know, going to Venice,
looking at great paintings, looking
at great architecture, looking at great
furniture—and having very early the
opportunity to kind of buy stuff. That’s
a form of self-education. It's not just
about acquisition. It was a tremen-
dous explosion of information and
knowledge.”

To kind of buy stuff. What is the
difference between buying stuff and
kind of buying it? Is “kind of buying”
buying with a bad conscience, buying
with the ghost of the Frankfurt School
grimly looking over your shoulder and
smiting its forehead as it sees the
money actually leave your hand? This
ghost, or some relative of it, has hung
over all the artists who, like Salle, made
an enormous amount of money in the
eighties, when they were still in their
twenties or barely into their thirties. In
the common perception, there is some-
thing unseemly about young people
getting rich. Getting rich is supposed
to be the reward for hard work, pref-
erably arriving when you are too old to
enjoy it. And the spectacle of young
millionaires who made their bundle not
from business or crime but from avant-
garde art is particularly offensive. The
avant-garde is supposed to be the con-
science of the culture, not its id.

3

LL during my encounter with the
artist David Salle—he and I met

for interviews in his studio, on White
Street, over a period of two years—I
was acutely conscious of his money.
Even when I got to know him and like
him, I couldn’t dispel the disapproving,
lefty, puritanical feeling that would
somehow be triggered each time we
met, whether it was by the sight of the
assistant sitting at a sort of hair-salon
receptionist’s station outside the studio
door; or by the expensive furniture of
a fifties corporate style in the upstairs
loft, where he lives; or by the mineral
water he would bring out during our
talks and pour into white paper cups,

which promptly lost their takeout-
counter humbleness and assumed the
hauteur of the objects in the Design
Collection of the Museum of Modern
Art.

Salle was one of the fortunate art
stars of the eighties—young men and
women plucked from semi-poverty and
transformed into millionaires by genies
disguised as art dealers. The idea of a
rich avant-garde has never sat well with
members of my generation. Serious art-
ists, as we know them or like to think
of them, are people who get by but do
not have a lot of money. They live with
second or third wives or husbands and
with children from the various mar-
riages, and they go to Cape Cod in the
summer. Their apartments are filled
with faded Persian carpets and cat-
clawed sofas and beautiful and odd ob-
jects bought before anyone else saw
their beauty. Salle’s loft was designed
by an architect. Everything in it is
sleek, cold, expensive, unused. A slight
sense of quotation mark hovers in the
air, but it is very slight—it may not
even be there—and it doesn’t dispel
the atmosphere of dead-serious con-
noisseurship by which the room is
dominated.

4

URING one of my visits to the stu-
dio of the artist David Salle, he
told me that he never revises. Every
brushstroke is irrevocable. He doesn’t
correct or repaint, ever. He works un-
der the dire conditions of performance.
Everything counts, nothing may be
taken back, everything must always go
relentlessly forward, and a mistake may
be fatal. One day, he showed me a sort
of murdered painting. He had worked
on it a little too long, taken a misstep,
killed it.

5

THE artist David Salle and 1 are sit-
ting at a round table in my apart-
ment. He is a slight, handsome man of
thirty-nine, with dark shoulder-length
hair, worn tightly sleeked back and
bound with a rubber band, accentuat-
ing his appearance of quickness and
lightness, of being sort of streamlined.
He wears elegant, beautifully polished
shoes and speaks in a low, cultivated
voice. His accent has no trace of the
Midwest, where he grew up, the son of
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second-generation Russian Jewish par-
ents. It has no affectation, either. He
is agreeable, ironic, a little detached. “I
can’t remember what we talked about
last time,” he says. “I have no memory.
I remember making the usual artist’s
complaints about critics, and then say-
ing, ‘Well, that’s terribly boring, we
don’t want to be stuck talking about
that—and then talking about that. I
had a kind of bad feeling about it af-
terward. I felt inadequate.”

6

THE artist David Salle and I met for

the first time in the fall of 1991.
A few months earlier, we had spoken
on the telephone about a mystifying
proposal of his: that I write the text for
a book of reproductions of his paint-
ings, to be published by Rizzoli. When
I told him that there must be some
mistake, that I was not an art historian
or an art critic, and had but the small-
est acquaintance with his work, he said
no, there wasn’t a mistake. He was de-
liberately looking for someone outside
the art world, for an “interesting
writer,” who would write an unconven-
tional text. As he talked, I found my-
self reluctant to say no to him then and
there, even though I knew I would
eventually have to refuse. Something
about the man made me say I would
think about it. He then said that to ac-
quaint me with his work and with
himself he would send some relevant
writings. A few days later, a stylish
package arrived, preceded by a tele-
phone call from an assistant at Salle’s
studio to arrange the details of delivery.
It contained three or four exhibition
catalogues, several critical articles, and
various published interviews, together
with a long interview that was still in
typescript but was bound in a hard
black cover. It was by the screenwriter
Becky Johnston, who, I later learned,
was an “interesting writer” Salle had
previously approached to do the Rizzoli
book. She had done the interview in
preparation for the text but had never
written it.

{£

VID SALLE’S art has an appear-
ance of mysterious, almost pre-
ternatural originality, and yet nothing
in it is new; everything has had a pre-
vious life elsewhere—in master paint-



IN THE WEALTHY AVANT-GARDE

ings, advertising art, comics, photo-
graphs. Other artists have played the
game of appropriation or quotation
that Salle plays—Duchamp, Schwit-
ters, Ernst, Picabia, Rauschenberg,
Warhol, Johns—but none with such
reckless inventiveness. Salle’s canvases
are like bad parodies of the Freudian
unconscious. They are full of images
that don’t belong together: a woman
taking off her clothes, the Spanish Ar-
mada, a kitschy fabric design, an eye.

8

VID SALLE is recognized as the

leading American postmodernist
painter. He is the most authoritative
exemplar of the movement, which has
made a kind of mockery of art history,
treating the canon of world art as if it
were a gigantic, dog-eared catalogue
crammed with tempting buys and
equipped with a helpful twenty-four-
hour-a-day 800 number. Salle’s selec-
tions from the catalogue have a brilliant
perversity. Nothing has an obvious
connection to anything else, and every-
thing glints with irony and a sort of icy
melancholy. His jarring juxtapositions
of incongruous images and styles point
up with special sharpness the paradox
on which this art of appropriated mat-
ter is poised: its mysterious, almost pre-
ternatural appearance of originality. Af-
ter one looks at a painting by Salle, works
of normal signature-style art—paint-
ings done in a single style with an in-
telligible thematic—begin to seem pale
and meagre, kind of played out. Paintings
like Salle’s—the unabashed products of,
if not vandalism, a sort of cold-eyed
consumerism—are entirely free of any
“anxiety of influence.” For all their bor-
rowings, they seem unprecedented, like
a new drug or a new crime. They are
rootless, fatherless and motherless.

9

HE artist David Salle has given so

many interviews, has been the

subject of so many articles, has become

% so widely inscribed as an emblematic
% figure of the eighties art world that it
¢ is no longer possible to do a portrait of
g him simply from life. The heavy
g shadow of prior encounters with jour-
5 nalists and critics falls over each fresh
» encounter. Every writer has come too
& late, no writer escapes the sense of
8 Bloomian belatedness that the figure of

Salle evokes. One cannot behave as if
one had just met him, and Salle him-
self behaves like the curator of a sort of
museum of himself, helpfully guiding
visitors through the exhibition rooms
and steering them toward the relevant
literature. At the Gagosian Gallery, on
Madison Avenue, where he exhibits,
there is a two-and-a-half-foot-long file
drawer devoted exclusively to pub-
lished writings about Salle’s art and
person.

My own encounter with Salle was
most heavily shadowed by the inter-
views he had given two writers, Peter

Schjeldahl and Becky Johnston. Read-

ing their dialogues with him was like
listening to conversations between bril-
liant characters in a hastily written but
inspired play of advanced ideas and in-
tense, slightly mysterious relationships.

10

HE spectre of wrongdoing hovers
more luridly over visual art than

over literature or music. The forger, the
pornographer, and the fraud are stock
figures in the allegory that constitutes
the popular conception of the art world
as a place of exciting evil and cunning.
The artist David Salle has the distinc-
tion of being associated with all three
crimes. His paintings are filled with
“borrowed” images (twice he has settled
out of court with irked owners); often
contain drawings of naked or half-
undressed women standing or lying in
indecent, if not especially arousing, po-

“Tiny in the Air” (1989), one of David Salle’s tapestry paintings.
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sitions; and have an appearance of
messy disjunction that could be dis-
missed (and has been dismissed by
Hilton Kramer, Robert Hughes, and
Arthur Danto) as ineptitude palming
itself off as advanced art. Most critics,
however, have without hesitation ac-
cepted Salle’s work as advanced art, and
some of them—Peter Schjeldahl, San-
ford Schwartz, Michael Brenson, Rob-
ert Rosenblum, and Lisa Liebmann,
for example—have celebrated its trans-
gressive quality and placed his paintings
among the works that most authorita-
tively express our time and are apt to
become its permanent monuments.

NLIKE David Salle’s enigmatic,
difficult art, his life is the banal
story of a boy who grew up in Wichita,
Kansas, in a poorish Jewish family,
took art lessons throughout his child-
hood, went to art school in California,
came to New York, and became rich
and famous overnight.

12

URING an interview with the art-

ist David Salle, published in

1987, the critic and poet Peter Schjel-
dahl said to him:

T've noticed, looking at your work atten-
tively for six years or so, a repeating phe-
nomenon, that of going away from seeing
your things extremely stimulated and with
vivid memories, and thought processes that
seem to continue on their own, but eventu-

ally they get attenuated and fall apart, leav-
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ing a rather sour residue. If I haven’t seen
something b¥ you for a while, I can start to
think that T'm overliking it.... Then,
when I see something new, something
good by you, there is an immediate fresh-
ening, an immediate dropping away of that
mood of depression.

I recognize in Schjeldahl’s feelings
about Salle’s work an echo of my own
feelings about Salle the man. When I
haven’t seen him for several weeks or
months, I begin to sour on him, to
think I'm overliking him. Then I see
him again, and I experience Schjel-
dahl’s “immediate freshening.” As I
write about him now—I haven’t seen
him for a month—I feel the return
of the antagonism, the sense of sour-
ness. Like the harsh marks Salle makes
over the softer images he first applies
to his canvas, they threaten to efface
the benign, admiring feelings of the
interviews.

13
T is rare to read anything about the
artist David Salle in which some al-
lusion isn’t made to the question of
whether his work is pornographic and
whether his depictions of women are

humiliating and degrading. Images of
women with panties down around their
ankles who are pulling blouses over
their heads, or women standing bent
over with outthrust naked buttocks, or
women lying naked on tables with their
legs spread recur in Salle’s paintings
and have become a kind of signature
of his work. The images are mono-
chrome—they are copied from black-
and-white photographs—and the pu-
denda are usually so heavily shaded as
to foreclose prurience. To anyone who
has seen any of the unambiguously
dirty pictures of art history—Courbet’s
“The Origin of the World,” say, or
Balthus’s “The Guitar Lesson”—the
idea of Salle as a pornographer is
laughable. However, the poses of
Salle’s women are unsettling. Someone
has stage-directed them—someone
with a very cold eye and with definite
and perhaps rather unpleasant ideas,
someone who could well be taking
photographs for a girlie magazine,
maybe a German girlie magazine. As it
happens, some of Salle’s images of
women are, in fact, derived from the
files of an American girlie magazine

“They say he was abandoned by summer people and raised by squirrels.”
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called Szag, for which he briefly worked,
in the art department (the magazine
was on the verge of folding when he
left, and he helped himself to cartons
of photographs, mostly of women but
also of car and airplane crashes); oth-

ers are copied from photographs he
took himself of hired models.

14

N a review of a show of David
Salle’s paintings, drawings, and wa-
tercolors at the Menil Collection, in
Houston, in 1988, Elizabeth McBride
wrote, “He indulges himself in degrad-
ing, depersonalizing, fetishistic images
of women which constitute . . . a form
of obscenity. . .. Paintings such as
these are a way of giving permission for
degrading actions. This work has all
the cold beauty and the immorally
functional power of a Nazi insignia.”
Of the same show Susan Chadwick
wrote, “Salle’s work . . . is even more
mean-spirited, more contemptuous,
and more profoundly misogynist than
I had realized. . . . That brings us to the
difficult question concerning art that is
socially bad. Art that presents a mes-
sage which is in some
way wrong, bad, evil,
corrupting, immoral,
inhumane, destruc-
tive, or sick. What can
be done about nega-
tive artists? I cringe
when I see parents
bringing their young
children through this
show at the Menil on
weekends.”

15

N the winter of
1992, T began a
series of interviews
with the artist David
Salle. They were like
sittings for a portrait
with a very practiced
sitter. Salle has given
many—dozens of—
interviews. He is a
kind of interview ad-
dict. But he is re-
markably free of the
soul-sickness that
afflicts so many ce-
lebrities, who grow
overly interested in



AN INTERVIEW ADDICT

the persona bestowed on them by
journalism. Salle cultivates the public
persona, but with the detachment of
someone working in someone else’s
garden. He gives good value—journal-
ists come away satisfied—but he does
not give himself away. He never for-
gets, and never lets the interviewer for-
get, that his real self and his real life are
simply not on offer. What is on offer
is a construct, a character who has
evolved and is still evolving from Salle’s
ongoing encounters with writers. For
Salle (who has experimented with
sculpture, video, and film) the interview
is another medium in which to (play-
fully) work. It has its careerist dimen-
sion, but he also does it for the sport.
He once told me that he never makes
any preparatory drawings for or revises
anything in his paintings. Every stroke
of the brush is irrevocable; nothing
can be changed or retracted. A few
false moves and the painting is ruined,
unsalvageable. The same sense of tense
improvisation pervades Salle’s answers
to interviewers’ questions. He looks
ahead to the way his words will read
in print and chooses them with a kind
of fearless carefulness. He also once
told me of how he often gets lost as
he paints: “I have to get lost so I can
invent some way out.” In his inter-
views, similarly, moments of at-a-
lossness become the fulcrum for flights
of verbal invention. Sometimes it al-
most seems as if he were provoking the
interviewer to put him on the spot, so
that he can display his ingenuity in get-
ting off it.

16

DURING recent talks I had with the
painter David Salle, who was
one of the brightest art stars of the
eighties, he would tell me—sometimes
in actual words, sometimes by implica-
tion—that the subject of his declining
reputation in the art world was of
no real interest to him. That this
was not where his real life lay but was
just something to talk about with an
interviewer.

7

RITERS have traditionally come

to painters’ ateliers in search

of aesthetic succor. To the writer,
the painter is a fortunate alter ego, an
embodiment of the sensuality and

55

“Smoking or nonsmoking?”

exteriority that he has abjured to pur-
sue his invisible, odorless calling. The
writer comes to the places where traces
of making can actually be seen and
smelled and touched expecting to be
inspired and enabled, possibly even
cured. While I was interviewing the
artist David Salle, I was coincidentally
writing a book that was giving me
trouble, and although I cannot pin it
down exactly (and would not want to),
I know that after each talk with Salle
in his studio something clarifying and
bracing did filter down to my en-
terprise. He was a good influence. But
he was also a dauntingly productive
artist, and one day, as I walked into
the studio and caught a glimpse of his
new work, I blurted out my envious
feelings. In the month since we last
met, he had produced four large, com-
plex new paintings, which hung on
the walls in galling aplomb—while I
had written maybe ten pages I wasn’t
sure I would keep. To my surprise, in-
stead of uttering a modest disclaimer or
reassuring words about the difference

between writing and painting, Salle
flushed and became defensive. He spoke
as if I were accusing him, rather than
myself, of artistic insufficiency; it ap-
pears that his productivity is a sensitive
subject. His detractors point to his large
output as another sign of his light-
weightness. “They hold it up as further
evidence that the work is glib and
superficial,” Salle said.

“If work comes easily, it is suspect.”

“But it doesr’t come easily. I find it
extremely difficult. I feel like I'm beat-
ing my head against a brick wall, to use
an image that my father would use.
When I work, I feel that I'm doing ev-
erything wrong. I feel that it can’t be
this hard for other people. I feel that
everyone else has figured out a way to
do it that allows him an effortless,
charmed ride through life, while I have
to stay in this horrible pit of a room,
suffering. That’s how it feels to me.
And yet I know that’s not the way it
appears to others. Once, at an opening,
an English critic came up to me and
asked me how long I had worked on



56

Ve 0 p o A a

T'm pretty well stocked, but you can leave me your card if you like.”

the five or six paintings I was showing.
I told her, and she said, ‘Oh, so fast!
You work so fast.” She was a represen-
tative of the new, politically correct,
anti-pleasure school of art people. I
could easily visualize her as a domina-
trix. There was some weird sexual en-
ergy there, unexpressed. I immediately
became defensive.”

“I just realized something,” I said.
“Everyone who writes or paints or per-
forms is defensive about everything.
I'm defensive about not working fast
enough.”

In a comradely spirit, Salle later
showed me a painting that had failed.
It was a painting he had dwelled
on a little too long, had taken a fa-
tal misstep with, and had spoiled. I
was shocked when I saw it. I had seen
it in its youth and bloom a few months
earlier; it had shown a ballet couple
in a stylized pose radiantly smiling
at each other, a mordant parody of a
certain kind of dance photography
popular in the nineteen-fifties. (Its
source was a photograph in a fifties
French dance magazine.) Now the
man’s face was obliterated. It looked
as if someone had angrily thrown a
can of gray paint at it. “It’s a reject, a
failed painting. It’s going to be cut up,”

Salle said, as if speaking of a lamed
horse that was going to be taken out
and shot.

“It was so fine when I saw it first.”

“It wasn’t fine. It never worked. It’s
so bad. It’s so much worse than I re-
membered. It’s one of the worst things
I've done in years. The image of the
couple is so abrasive, so aggressive. I
tried to undercut it by painting out the
man’s face. It was even more obnoxious
than hers. But when I did that I was

on a course of destruction.”

18

THE painter David Salle, like his

art, which refuses to narrate,
even though it is full of images, de-
clines to tell a story about himself, even
though he makes himself endlessly
available for interviews and talks as
articulately as any subject has ever
talked. Salle has spoken with a kind of
rueful sympathy of the people who look
at his art of fragmentary, incongruous
images and say it is too complicated,
too much trouble to figure out, and
turn away. He, of all people, should
know what they are feeling, since his
work, and perhaps his life as well, is
about turning away. Nothing is ever
resolved by Salle, nothing adds up,
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nothing goes anywhere, every-
thing stops and peters out.

19

N an afternoon in April,
1992, the painter David

Salle and I sat on a pristine yel-
low fifties corporate-style sofa in
his loft, on White Street, look-
ing at a large horizontal paint-
ing that was hanging there, a
work he had kept for himself
from a group of what he calls
“the tapestry paintings,” done
between 1988 and 1991. The
painting made me smile. It
showed a group of figures from
old art—the men in doublets
and in hats with plumes, the
women in gowns and wearing
feathers in their hair—arranged
around a gaming table, the
scene obviously derived from
one of de La Tour’s tense dra-
mas of dupery: and yet not
de La Tour, exactly, but a sar-
donic pastiche of sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century Dutch and
Italian genre styles. In the gesture
for which Salle is known, he had su-
perimposed on the scene incongruous-
seeming fragments: two dark mono-
chrome images of bare-breasted women
holding wooden anatomy dolls, a sketch-
ily rendered drawing of a Giacometti
sculpture, a drawing of a grimacing
face, and a sort of Abstract Expression-
ist rectangle of gray paint with drips
and spatters obliterating a man’s leg.
As if participating in the joke of their
transplantation from Baroque to
postmodernist art, the costumed men
and women had set their faces in comi-
cally rigid, exaggerated expressions.
When I asked Salle what paintings he
had had in mind when he made his
pastiche, he gave me an answer that
surprised me—and then didn’t surprise
me. One of the conditions of Salle’s art
is that nothing in it be original; every-
thing must come from previously made
work, so even a pastiche would have to
be a pastiche done by someone else. In
this case, it was an anonymous Russian
tapestry-maker, whose work Salle had
found reproduced in a magazine and
had copied onto his canvas. The tap-
estry paintings, perhaps more richly
and vividly than any of Salle’s other
groups of work, illustrate the paradox
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on which his art is poised—that an ap-
pearance of originality may be achieved
through dumb copying of the work of
others. Salle has been accused of all
kinds of bad things by his detractors
(Hilton Kramer, Robert Hughes, and
Arthur Danto, the most prominent of
the critics who hate his work, have all
said that he can’t draw), but no one has
ever accused him—no one can accuse
him—of being derivative. His work has
always looked like new art and, as time
goes on and his technique and certain
of his recurrent images have grown fa-
miliar, like art by David Salle. The
tapestry paintings—there are more
than ten of them—were a culmination.
They have an energy, an invention, a
kind of gorgeousness, and an atmo-
sphere of success, of having pulled
something off against heavy odds, that
set them apart from Salle’s other works.
It is no wonder that he wanted to keep
a memento of his achievement.

But now the achievement only
seemed to fuel Salle’s bitterness, his
sense of himself as “someone who is no
longer current,” who is “irrelevant af-
ter having been relevant.” He looked
away from the painting and said, “The
younger artists want to kill you off.
They just want to get rid of you. You're
in their way. I haven’t been the artist
who is on young artists’ minds for a
long time. It has been six or seven years
since I was the artist who was on young
artists’ minds. That’s how fast it moves.
The artists young artists have on their
minds are people I've barely heard of.
I'm sure there are young artists who
think I'm dead.” T laughed, and he
joined me. Then, his bitterness return-
ing, Salle said, “I feel that I've just got-
ten started, marshalled my forces, done
the research, and learned enough about
painting to do something interesting.
What I do used to matter to others—
for reasons that may not have had any-
thing to do with its merit. But now,
when I feel I have something to say, no
one wants to hear it. There has always
been antagonism to my work, but the
sense of irritation and annoyance has
stepped up. ‘What, you/'7e still around? ”
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N an interview with the screenwriter
Becky Johnston, in 1991, the artist
David Salle, during a discussion of his
childhood, in Wichita, Kansas, gave

this answer to a question about his
mother:

You know, I don’t really remember her
very well. T just remember that she had a
lovely gray skirt and a pink blouse with
French cuffs and she had her monogram
embroidered on the skirt in pink thread.
She worked in the dress store [where
Salle’s father worked as a buyer, window
dresser, and advertising-layout man]—she
was a saleswoman on the floor—and she
dressed very chicly. I remember her then—
which was when [ was about six—and then
I remember her ten or fifteen years later
when she worked at night as a cashier in
the accounting department of the J. C.
Penney store, and she was completely, ut-
terly changed: she wore brown or beige
double-knit pants suits. And I honestly
don’t remember what happened to her in
between. I have no images of her in be-
tween. In my mind, she just went from be-
ing this very chic, very lovely, kind of
slightly elevated person, to being this hor-
rible drudge. Then, some years later, she
changed back again.

In an interview with me, in 1992, Salle
returned to this memory and told me
how upset his mother had been when
she read a version of it in an essay by
Henry Geldzahler, which appeared in
the catalogue of Salle’s photographs of
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naked or partly naked women posed in
strange positions. “I had been hesitant
to send the catalogue to my mother be-
cause of the imagery,” Salle told me. “It
never occurred to me that something in
the zexz, which is innocuous, would up-
set her. But when she called me up she
was in tears.”

2|

IN the introduction to a book-length

interview with the artist David
Salle, published in 1987 by Random
House, the critic and poet Peter
Schjeldahl writes, “My first reaction on
meeting this twenty-seven-year-old
phenom was, I'm afraid, a trifle smug.
Simply, he was so transparently, wildly
ambitious—even by the standards of
his generation, whose common style of
impatient self-assurance I had begun
to recognize—that I almost laughed
at him.”
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‘ N THEN I was interviewing the art-
ist David Salle, an acutely in-

telligent, reserved, and depressed man,

»
.)‘
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‘T on videotape since Day One. How about you?”
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he would tell me about other interviews
he was giving, and once he showed me
the transcript of a conversation with
Barbaralee Diamonstein (it was to ap-
pear in a book of interviews with art-
ists and art-world figures published by
Rizzoli), which was marked by a spe-
cial confrontational quality and an ex-
traordinary air of liveliness. It was as
if the interviewer had provoked the art-
ist out of his usual state of skeptical
melancholy and propelled him into a
younger, less complex, more manic ver-
sion of himself.

There is a passage, for example, in
which Diamonstein confronts Salle
with a piece of charged personal his-
tory. “From what I have read, you
worked as a layout man at what was re-
ferred to as a porn magazine. Is that
true?” Salle says yes. “How much did
it affect your sensibility? I think you
should address the issue and get rid
of it one way or the other,” Diamon-
stein sternly says. Salle, disconcerted,
lamely points out that actually he
wasn’t a Jayout man but a paste-up per-
son at the porn magazine. Still floun-
dering, he irrelevantly adds that he and
the other young men in the art depart-
ment were “pretty stoned most of the
time.” Diamonstein continues to push
Salle on the question of what the ex-
perience of working at a men’s maga-
zine called Szag meant to him. “So, did
this affect your sensibility by either in-
forming you, giving you a skill? Repel-
ling you, amusing you? Finding it ab-
surd, interesting—how did you react?
How did you ever get there in the first
place?”

Salle begins to see a way out of the
impasse. “A friend of mine worked
there,” he says. “It was just a job on one
level, but ‘absurd/interesting’ describes
it pretty well. Nobody there took it
very seriously. It wasn’t shameful—
people who worked there didn’t tell
their families they did something else.
At least, I don’t think so. I just remem-
bered there was one guy who worked
there because his father worked there—
they were both sitting there all day
airbrushing tits and ass. Like father,
like son, I guess.”

Diamonstein meets this with an in-
spiration of her own. “You could have
had a job at Good Housekeeping, too,”
she points out.

“Well, I only worked there for about

six months,” a momentarily crushed
Salle retorts. Then he finds his tone
again: “There has been so much made
of it. Even though I had no money,
I quit as soon as I could. You know,
this assumption of causality assigned
to the artist’s life like plot points in
a play is really nutty. Do people think
I learned about tits and ass working
on Stag magazine? Do I seem that
pathetic?”
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N an essay published in the Village
Voice in 1982, the critic Peter
Schjeldahl wrote of his initial reaction
to the work of David Salle, who was to
become “my personal favorite among
current younger artists’:

When 1 first encountered Salle’s work,
two or three years ago, its vertiginous mix
of blatancy (“storytelling” pictures) and
elusiveness (the “story” was impossible to
figure out) made me a little sick. I was also
rattled by the frequent use of pornographi-
cally posed female nudes. It now seems to
me hardly conceivable that in his deter-
mined excavation of the culture’s most
charged pictorial matter, Salle would not
have availed himself of these ritualized ve-
hicles of male fantasy. But it made me so
nervous that I rather comically felt a surge
of relief when in last year’s show Salle pre-
sented a male nude. What may have been
even more shocking was Salle’s cavalierly
offhand exrloitation of classically modern-
ist pictorial devices, those sacred signs. He
was using them like cheap tools, without
even the upside-down respect accorded by
satirical irony (as in Lichtenstein). I itched
to dislike this stuff.

Then it started to get me. It was like a
welling, coniested, sentimental weepiness
without an object, as emotions tri{glered by
imai]es of, say, a depressed-looking girl
smoking in bed and some unspecific trag-
edy in a crowded street sought cathartic
resolution, in vain. It was an abstracted
sensation of dislocation, yearning, and loss
that started resonating with my sense of
what both art and life are like here in the
late twentieth century. Suddenly Salle’s
harsh artifice seemed heroic, an earnest of
authenticity—without ceasing to seem per-
verse, against the grain.
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NE day, the artist David Salle and
I talked about Thomas Bern-
hard’s novel “The Loser.”

“I'm a third of the way through it,”

I said, “and at first I was excited by it,

but now I'm a little bored. I may not
finish it.”

“It’s so beautiful and so pessimistic,”
Salle said.

“Yes, but it doesn’t hold your inter-

est the way a nineteenth-century novel
does. I'm never bored when I'm read-
ing George Eliot or Tolstoy.”

“I am,” Salle said.

I looked at him with surprise. “And
you're not bored when you're reading
Bernhard?”

“I'm bored by plot,” Salle said. “T'm
bored when it’s all written out, when
there isn’t any shorthand.”
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IN the fall of 1991, I attended a book
party for the writer Harold Brodkey
given by the painter David Salle in his
loft, in Tribeca. The first thing I saw
on walking into the room was Brodkey
and Norman Mailer in conversation.
As T approached, I heard them jovially
talking about the horrible reviews each
had just received, like bad boys proudly
comparing their poor marks. The party
took place early in my acquaintance
with Salle, and this fragment of con-
versation was a sort of overture to talks
I later had with him about his sense of
himself as a bad boy of art and about
his inability to stop picking at the sore
of his own bad reviews. He is an artist
who believes in the autonomy of art,
who sees the universe of art as an al-
ternative to the universe of life, and
who despises art that has a social
agenda. But he is also someone who is
drawn to the world of popular criti-
cism, to the bazaar where paintings and
books and performances are crudely
and carelessly rated, like horses or
slaves, and who wants to be one of the
Chosen even as he disdains the choos-
ers; in other words, he is like everybody
else. Only the most pathologically
pure-hearted writers, artists, and per-
formers are indifferent to how their
work is received and judged. But some
hang more attentively than others on
the words of the judges. During my
talks with Salle, he kept returning to
the subject of his reception, like an un-
happy moth helplessly singeing itself
on a light bulb. “I don’t know why 1
keep talking about this,” he would
say. “This isn’t what is on my mind. 1
don’t care that much. I spend a dispro-
portionate amount of time complaining
to you about how I am perceived. Ev-
ery time we finish one of these talks, I
have a pang of regret. I feel that all 1
do is complain about how badly I'm
treated, and this is so much not what
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I want to be talking about. But for
some reason I keep talking about it.”

26
DAVID SALLE is one of the best-
received and best-rewarded of the
artists who came to prominence in the
nineteen-eighties, but he is not one of the
happiest. He is a tense, discontented man,
with a highly developed sense of irony.
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IN several of David Salle’s paintings,
a mysterious dark-haired woman ap-
pears, raising a half-filled glass to her lips.
Her eyes are closed, and she holds the
glass in both hands with such gravity and
absorption that one can only think she is
taking poison or drinking a love potion.
She is rendered in stark black-and-white
and wears a period costume—a dress with
a sort of Renaissance aspect. The woman
disturbs and excites us, the way people in
dreams do whom we know we know but
can never quite identify. David Salle
himself has some of the enigmatic vivid-
ness of the drinking woman. After many
interviews with him, I feel that I only
almost know him, and that what I write
about him will have the vague, vaporous
quality that our most indelible dreams
take on when we put them into words.
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ONE of the leitmotivs of a series of
conversations I had in 1992 and
1993 with the painter David Salle was

Qf‘ -“\r.“’t;;

e,

“So then in comes this good-looking French vet from Vétérinaires sans Frontiéres.”

his unhappiness over the current recep-
tion of his work. “I don’t think anyone
has written a whole essay saying my
work is passé,” he said. “It’s more a line
here and there. It’s part of the general
phenomenon called eighties-bashing.
The critics who have been negative all
along, like Robert Hughes and Hilton
Kramer, have simply stepped up their
negativity. The virulence of the nega-
tivity has grown enormously in the past
couple of years. The reviews by Hughes
and Kramer of my ’91 show were
weirdly, personally insulting. The two
of them were always negative, but now
it was as if they smelled blood and were
moving in for the kill.”

I told Salle I would like to read
those reviews, and a few days later his
assistant sent them to me. Salle had
not exaggerated. Hughes and Kramer
seemed beside themselves with dislike
and derision; their reviews had an al-
most hysterical edge. “The exhibition
of new paintings by David Salle at the
Gagosian Gallery . . . has one tiny merit,”
Hughes wrote in 7Time on April 29,
1991. “It reminds you how lousy and
overpromoted so much ‘hot’ ‘innova-
tive’ American art in the 1980’s was. If
Julian Schnabel is Exhibit A in our na-
tional wax museum of recent duds,
David Salle is certainly Exhibit B.”
He went on:

Yet is there a duller or more formula-
ridden artist in America than Salle in 1991
as he approaches the Big Four-Oh?. ..
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Drawing, as anyone who has seen a few
Salles knows, is not what the artist does.
He never learned to do it, and probably
never will. He is incapable of making an
interesting mark. . . . Thus his pictures en-
able critics to kvetch soulfully about the
dissociation of signs and meanings, and to
praise what all good little deconstructors
would call their “refusal of authoritarian
closure,” meaning, roughly, that they don't
mean anything in particular. It’s as though
those who bet on him can’t bear to face

possibility that his work was vacuous to be-
gin with. . . . The Gagosian Gallery . . . has
even hired a guard to stand at the entrance
to the room in which Salle’s six new paint-
ings are displayed, presumably in case some
collector from the bottom of the waiting
list is seized by the impulse to grab one of
those tallowy objects from the wall and
make a run for it. Ten minutes into the
show, your heart goes out to that guard.
Eight hours a day, five days a week, of this!

Kramer had wrung his hands in the
New York Observer of April 15th:

About some art exhibitions nowadays,
we hardly know whether to laugh or cry.
Their pretensions, not to mention the at-
mosphere of piety surrounding them, are
undeniably laughable. Yet their artistic re-
alization is at once so barren and so
smug—and offers so few of the satisfac-
tions we look to art to bring us—that the
sense of comedy they elicit turns, almost
before we know it, to feelings of grief and
depression. . . .

Consider the David Salle exhibition that
is currently occupying the lush precincts of
the Gagosian Gal{ery. -

In the 80%, a taste for the raunchy and
outrageous functioned in the fashionable
art world very much the way junk bonds
functioned in the financial markets, and it
was no accident that the artists who pro-
duced art of this sort often found their

most enthusiastic patrons
among the collectors who
were the principal bene-
ficiaries of such junk-
bond enterprises. These
collectors often knew
very little about the art
that had been created in
the past—in the days,
that 1s, before they made
— their first fortunes. For
such collcctors,dart his-
tory began the day the
ﬁr?; w%lked intoy Lez),
Castelli’s or Mary Boone’s.
In that world, the Old
Masters were Jasper Johns
and Andy Warhol, and
artists like David Salle,
who had been nominated
to succeed those exalted
talents, were guaranteed
a sensational success.

The hostility and
snobbery of both
Hughes and Kramer
toward the collectors of
Salle’s work is worthy
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of note. This kind of in-
sult of the consumer has
no equivalent in book or
theatre or movie review-
ing. That is probably be-
cause the book/play/film
reviewer has some fellow
feeling with the buyers of
books and theatre and
film tickets, whereas the
art reviewer usually has
no idea what it is like to
buy a costly painting or
sculpture. He is, per
financial force, a mere
spectator in the tulipo-
maniacal drama of the
contemporary art market,
and he tends to regard
the small group of people
rich enough to be players
as if they were an alien
species, quite impervious
to his abuse. As for the
collectors, they repay the
critics for their insults by
ignoring their judgments:
they go right on buy-
ing—or, at any rate, they
don’t immediately stop
buying—the work of art-
ists who get bad reviews.
Eventually, critical con-
sensus (the judgments of
museum curators form a
part of it) is reflected in the market,
and in time collectors bow to its will,
but at the moment they were not bow-
ing to Hughes’s and Kramer’s opinions
and were continuing to trade in Salles.
Salle smarted under the attacks but
continued to make money.
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I ONCE asked the artist David Salle
if he had read an article in The
New Republic by Jed Perl (who also fre-
quently writes for Hilton Kramer’s 7he
New Criterion) about how the wrong
artists are celebrated and how the re-
ally good artists are obscure. The article
was entitled “The Art Nobody Knows,”
with the subhead “Where Is the Best
American Art to Be Found? Not in the
So-Called Art World.” It articulated
the antagonism of an older generation
toward the art stars of the eighties, and
complained of the neglect suffered by
a group of serious artists, who had been
quietly working and, over the years,
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“Ten—fifteen, Ms. Whitney. Time to switch breasts.”

“making the incremental developments
that are what art is all about.” The
world of these artists, Perl said, was
“the real art world,” as opposed to the
world of Salle and Schnabel and Cindy
Sherman. Perl held up two artists—the
sculptor Barbara Goodstein and the
painter Stanley Lewis, whose work
“is rarely seen by anybody beyond a
small circle of admirers™—as examples
of the neglected “real artist.” “What
happens to an artist whose develop-
ment receives so little public recogni-
tion?” he asked. “Can artists keep on
doing their damnedest when the wide
world doesn’t give a damn?”

Salle said that he had not read the
article and that it sounded interesting.
“I have always wanted to know what
Jed Perl likes,” he said. “Maybe he’s
right. Maybe these are the good art-
ists.” He asked me to send him the ar-
ticle, and I did so. The next time we
met, he greeted me with it in his hand
and an amused look on his face. “What

a pity they illustrated it,” he said.
“Without the illustrations, you might
think Perl was onto something. But
when you see the work you just have
to laugh. It’s so #iny.”
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USED to visit the artist David Salle

in his studio and try to learn the se-
cret of art from him. What was he do-
ing, in his enigmatic, allusive, aggres-
sive art> What does any artist do when
he produces an art work? What are the
properties and qualities of authentic art,
as opposed to ersatz art? Salle is a con-
templative and well-spoken man, and
he talked easily and fluently about his
work and about art in general, but ev-
erything he said only seemed to restate
my question. One day, he made a com-
ment on the difference between col-
lages done by amateurs and collages
done by artists which caused my ears to
prick up. It occurred to me that a nega-
tive example—an example of some-
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thing that wasn’t art—could perhaps be
instructive. Accordingly, on my next
visit with Salle I took with me three
collages I had once made for my own
pleasure. At the time, Salle was him-
self making collages, in preparation for
a series of paintings featuring images of
consumer products of the fifties. He
was going to copy his collages in oil
paint on large canvases, but they al-
ready looked like works of art. “Why
are your collages art and mine not?” I
asked him.

Salle propped up my collages and
regarded them closely. At last, he said,
“There’s nothing that says your collages
aren’t art. They’re art if you declare
them to be so.”

“Yes, that’s the Duchamp dictum.
But I don’t declare them to be so.
Don’t you remember the distinction
you drew between collages made by
amateurs and collages made by artists?”

“I was speaking generally,” Salle
said.

I realized that he was being delicate,
that he didn’t want to voice his true
opinion of my collages. I assured him
that I hadn’t brought the collages to be
praised, that I had no investment in
them, that I had brought them only in
order to engage him in a discussion.
“Please say anything that occurs to
you.”

“Stuff occurs to me, but I don’t
want to say it. It might sound mean-
spirited.”

Eventually, Salle conquered enough
of his reluctance to make a few mild
criticisms of the composition of my
collages, and to say that his own col-
lages were composed along simple
principles that any art-school freshman
would recognize. Looking back on the
incident, I see that Salle had also seen
what any first-year student of psychol-
ogy would have seen—that, for all my
protests to the contrary, I had brought
my art to him to be praised. Every
amateur harbors the fantasy that his
work is only waiting to be discovered
and acclaimed; a second fantasy—that
the established contemporary artists
must (also) be frauds—is a necessary
corollary.
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I ONCE visited the artist David Salle
in his studio, on White Street,
when he was making preparatory col-

HISTORY: THE HOME MOVIE

A continuation of the author's novel in verse about
two families, the Pasternaks and the Raines. Here the Pasternaks,
having fled Russia in 1921, adjust to reality in Germany.

BY CRAIG RAINE

Rosa, Zhonya, and Leonid Pasternak in Germany.

1924: A SUITCASE FULL OF SHIT

I now possess, he writes,
in forceful Gothic script,
a suitcase full of shit.

Brief, a letter of reproach,
unsigned, to Hjalmar Schacht,
leaving the taste of glue

from fifty milliard marks

of postage stamps. Ten of them.

A little quilt of perforations.

The jaundiced five-watt bulb
dangles like a suicide
at the end of its flex.

Otto Spek, the concierge,
tilts back his head,
producing a paunch

on the neck of his shirt.
He takes a Josephine Baker
and rogers it briskly

with a match in the rear
before lighting up
and suckling the smoke.

His face is like a snap,
viciously torn into five
or six pieces, then glued

together again any old how,
leaving his expressions
hard to determine, but hard,

in the perpetual dusk
of his caretaker’s “office,”
a cupboard under the stairs.

Sixty years of cigars
have packed his nose with hair

like a meerschaum pipe.

He sits, stout as a seal,
smoking, watching, weeping,
waiting to pick up her steps

on the entrance-hall stone,

or hear the clsh-clash of her hand

on the lift’s iron trellis.

The foreign Frau. Frau Pasternak.

With whom he has fallen in love.

Whose first name is Rosa.

COURTESY OF PASTERNAK ARCHIVE
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It’s good were cousins,

she counters, lifting her cup.
“But if I married you,

Td be someone else.
A different kind of person.”

She means to say

if she were someone else,
shed marry him. Too late.
She will live with her words.

Like the frozen hunting horn
of Baron Karl Friedrich
Hieronymus von Miinchausen

The Pasternaks on holiday in
Venice, circa 1912.

thawing out beside the fire,
after an epic silence
she speaks: “So I'd better say yes.”

The poor fellow can hardly follow:
“Not unless you love me.”
Her answer is incredulous:

“But I've always loved you.
Always. Youre my cousin.
I couldnt marry a stranger.”

Fedya produces the ring,
a D’Oyley of diamonds
in a platinum setting,
and closes the box

with a cluck
like a dog catching a fly.

Kissed, she is touched
by the taste of somebody else,
someone whose beauty is plain. ¢

lages for a series of paintings based on
consumer products, and he told me
that he had noticed himself being ob-
sessively drawn to two images: watches
and shoes. They had seemed meaning-
ful to him—he had been cutting pic-
tures of watches and shoes out of news-
papers and magazines—but he hadn’t
known why. The meaning of the
watches remained obscure, he said, but
a few days earlier he had cracked the
code of the shoes. “The shoe as pre-
sented in the selling position isn’t the
thing. The thing is underneath the
shoe. If’s the idea of being stepped on.”
Salle’s sense of himself as being stepped
on—by people who are jealous of
him, by people who feel superior to
him, by people who don’t like his
sexual politics, by people who find his
work too much trouble to decipher—
has become a signature of his public
persona.
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THERE is a kind of man who is al-
ways touchingly and a little irri-
tatingly mentioning his wife—touch-
ingly because one is moved by the
depth of his affection, and irritatingly
because one feels put down by the
paragon who inspires it. During the
two years I interviewed the artist David
Salle, he was always mentioning the
dancer and choreographer Karole
Armitage, with whom he had lived
for seven years. Although Salle and
Armitage had separated a few months
before our talks began, he would speak
about her as if he were still under her
spell. They had met in 1983, and had
become a famous couple. She had been
a lead dancer in the Merce Cunning-
ham company, and had then formed
her own avant-garde company. Her
choreography was a kind of version in
dance of what Salle was doing in paint-
ing: an unsettling yoking of incongru-
ous elements. (The fusion of classical
ballet with punk-rock music was
Armitage’s initial postmodernist ges-
ture.) That Salle should become her
collaborator—painting sets and design-
ing costumes for her ballets—seemed
almost inevitable. The first product of
the Armitage-Salle collaboration was a
ballet called “The Mollino Room,” per-
formed at the Metropolitan Opera
House in May, 1986, which had been
commissioned by American Ballet
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Theatre, and in which Baryshnikov
himself danced. In an article entitled
“The Punk Princess and the Post-
modern Prince,” published in Ar¢ in
America, Jill Johnston wonderfully
wrote of the premiére, “It attracted a
capacity audience of art world luminar-
ies and suburban bankers or whoever
they were in their tuxedos and jewels
and wild satisfied looks of feeling they
were at just the right place that open-
ing evening in Manhattan.” As events
proved, however, the bankers were in
the wrong place. The ballet got terrible
reviews, as did Armitage’s subsequent
ballets “The Tarnished Angels” and
“The Elizabethan Phrasing of the Late
Albert Ayler,” both staged at the
Brooklyn Academy in 1987. “Little tal-
ent, much pretension. Any other com-
ment might seem superfluous,” the
Times dance critic Anna Kisselgoff wrote
of Armitage on the latter occasion.
“The dance world is controlled by
one person, Anna Kisselgoff,” Salle told
me bitterly. “She controls it interna-
tionally as well as locally. A good re-
view from Anna will get you a season
in France, and a bad review will cancel
it. Karole was literally run out of town
by Anna. She can’t work in New York
anymore.” Armitage now lives and
works in Los Angeles and abroad.
Salle and Armitage have remained
close friends; they talk frequently on
the telephone and meet whenever she
comes to New York. Salle speaks of her
with a kind of reverence for the rigor
and extremity of her avant-gardism.
She and her dancers represent to him
the purest form of artistic impudence
and intransigence. “During the seven
years I was with Karole, I lived a
different life from that of any artists I
know,” he told me. “I lived her life. She
would probably tell you she lived mine.
At any rate, during those years I was
more involved with her work than with
my own. Her work was about being on
the edge, performed by people who en-
joyed being on the edge, for an audi-
ence who wanted to be on the edge.
Her life was much more urgent and
alive and crisis-oriented. The perform-
ing arts are like that. When I was with
Karole, artists seemed boring to me—
staid and self-satisfied. Stolid, like
rocks in a stream. Very few people had
her inquisitiveness and restlessness, her
need for stimulation in the deepest
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sense. When I was with Karole, artists
seemed almost bovine to me, domestic,
house-oriented, safe.”

Salle and I were talking in his sleek,
cold, obsessively orderly loft on White
Street, furnished with nineteen-fifties
corporate-style sofas and chairs, and 1
asked him if Armitage had helped fur-
nish the place.

“No,” he said. “I wasn’t with her
when I bought the loft. She moved in
a few years later. I came to see this
place through her eyes. Through her
eyes it was intimidating and alienating.
There was no place for her in it.”

“Was there an area that she took
possession of, that became her own
domain?”

“No, not really. Because there was
no way to divide it. She had a desk—
sort of where that painting is. There
was a country house in upstate New
York. T bought it because she liked it.
It was an old house, and she had a ro-
mantic feeling about it. But we never
had time to go there.”
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N a long interview with the artist
David Salle by the screenwriter
Becky Johnston, there is a passage
about the painting tradition of the fe-
male nude in Western art and about
Salle’s sense of himself as not belong-
ing to that tradition. “It would be in-
teresting,” Johnston says, “to try to
point out what is different about your
nude women from the parade of nude
women which has gone by.”

“Well, we both agree there’s a
difference,” Salle says. “It feels like a
complete break.”

“Absolutely. But I want to know
what you think that break is.”

Salle struggles to answer and gives
up. “I'm not getting anywhere. I know
it's different, but I don’t know why. I
don’t know how to express it in words.
What do you think?”

Johnston says shrewdly, “I think
the difference between the nude
woman in your paintings and those in
others is that she’s not a woman. She’s
a representative of something else.
She’s a stand-in for your view. I don’t
think that’s true of most of the women
in art. And I don’t think it’s a sexual
obsession with women which moti-
vates your use of the nude, as it does,
say, Picasso’s. It's much deeper, more

personal and subjective. That’s my
opinion.”

Salle doesn’t protest, and Johnston
goes on to ask him, “If you had to de-
scribe it—and I know this is asking you
to generalize, but feel free to do so
wildly—what’s ‘feminine’ to you?”

Salle stops to consider. “I have the
feeling that if I were to start talking
about what I think is feminine, I would
list all the qualities I can think of.”
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DAVID SALLE is a slight, handsome

man of forty-one, who wears his
dark shoulder-length hair pulled back
and bound with a rubber band, though
sometimes he will absently pull off the
rubber band and let the hair fall around
his thin, not always cleanly shaven face.
In 1992 and 1993, I would visit him at
his studio, and we would talk about his
work and his life. I did not find what
he said about his work interesting (I
have never found anything any artist
has said about his work interesting),
but when he talked about his life—es-
pecially about his life as an unsettling
presence in the art world and his
chronic feeling of being misunder-
stood—that was something else. Then
his words took on the specificity, viv-
idness, and force that had drained out
of them when he talked about art. But
even so I felt dissatisfied with the por-
trait of the artist that was emerging for
me—it seemed too static—and one day
I said to him, “T keep thinking there
should be some action.”

“Action?”

“Yes. Something should happen.
There has been some action—T've been
to your studio and to your loft and to
your drawing show and to the dinner
afterward—but I want more.”

“We'll think of something,” Salle
said.

“What if T watched you paint?”

“We could try it, though I think it
would be pretty boring, like being
around a film set. A lot of waiting
around.” Salle then recalled artists he
had seen on TV as a child, who
painted and talked to the audience.
“My friend Eric Fischl tells me there’s
a whole raft of them on TV now—
wildly entertaining, creepy guys who
paint and talk a blue streak. Fischl is an
expert on TV painters. He says there’s
a guy on TV who is the fastest painter
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in the world. It’s a funny thing to think
about. Painting, like theatre, is about
illusion, and I think it might be shock-
ing to see how undramatic the process
is through which the illusions are cre-
ated.”

“We could go to a museum to-
gether.”

Salle said he had already done that
with a journalist—Gerald Marzorati,
for an article in ARTnews. “We went
to the Met. I was badly hung over, and
it only magnified the pathetic limita-
tions of what I had to say about other
art. We were looking at these
Rembrandts, and 1 didn’t have any-
thing to say about them. It came down
to “They sure are good.””

I never watched Salle paint (his talk
about the TV artists somehow took
care of that), but I did go to a museum
with him once—to the Met, to see the
Lucian Freud show. I had had a rather
cumbersome journalistic idea. Robert
Hughes, who had written scathingly
about Salle, had called Freud “the best
realist painter alive,” and I imagined
doing a set piece in which Salle would
make acidic comments on a favorite of
Hughes’s as a sort of indirect revenge.
I called up Salle and put the idea to
him. Salle said he’d be glad to go to the
Freud show, but couldn’t oblige me
with my set piece, since he didn’t hate
Freud’s work—he admired it, and had
even “quoted” from it in his own work.
At the show, Salle moved through the
rooms very quickly. He could tell at a
glance what he wanted to look at and
what he didn’t, and mostly he didn’t.
He strode past paintings, only occa-
sionally pausing to stand before one.
He lingered appreciatively before a
small nude owned by a film actor—
“Ah, the Steve Martin,” he said when
he spotted it—and a large painting of
Freud’s family and friends in his studio,
flanked by a studio sink and a massive
scented geranium with many dead
leaves. What Salle said about the paint-
ings that captured his interest was tech-
nical in character; he spoke of strate-
gies of composition and of the
depositing of paint on canvas. Of the
well-known painting of Freud’s mother
lying down, Salle said, “It has the same
palette as ‘Whistler’s Mother'—a rav-
ishing palette.” In the last rooms of the
show, where the provocative large
paintings of the overweight perfor-
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mance artist Leigh Bowery were hang-
ing, Salle permitted himself a negative
comment. “That’s completely unre-
markable,” he said of “Naked Man,
Back View,” a huge painting of a seated,
naked Bowery. He added, “Freud is
adored for being ‘bad—by the same
people who hate my work because I'm
‘bad.””

I recalled a conversation I'd once
had with Salle about Francis Bacon.
Salle had been speaking about his own
work, about his images of women—
“They’re all kind of dire, they have a
dire cast,” he said—and I had asked
him, speaking of dire, whether Bacon
had been an influence. “Youre not
the first person to ask me that,” Salle
said. “Several people have observed that
to me. Bacon is actually not an artist
I'm interested in, but lately I've been
thinking about him a lot in attempt-
ing to defend myself against certain
criticisms. If you turned these critic-
isms around and levelled them against
Bacon, it would be absurd. No one
would ever say these things about Ba-
con. And it’s purely because his work
is homosexual and mine is heterosexual.
The same attitudes transposed are
incorrect.”

“Why are dire images done by a ho-

mosexual more correct than those done
by a heterosexual?”

“Because in art politics to be homo-
sexual is, a priori, more correct than
to be heterosexual. Because to be an
artist is to be an outsider, and to be a
gay artist is to be a double outsider.
That's the correct condition. If you're
a straight artist, it's not clear that your
outsiderness is legitimate. I know this
is totally absurd, that 'm making it
sound totally absurd. But the fact is
that in our culture it does fall primar-
ily to gays and blacks to make some-
thing interesting. Almost everything
from the straight white culture is less
interesting, and has been for a long
time.”
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FTER the opening of a show of
David Salle’s drawings at the
uptown Gagosian Gallery in March,
1992, a celebratory dinner was held at
a suavely elegant restaurant in the East
Seventies, and as the evening pro-
ceeded I was struck by the charm and
gaiety of the occasion. The ritual cel-
ebrations of artistic achievement—the
book parties, the opening-night parties,
the artists’ dinners—give outward form
to, and briefly make real, the writer’s or
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performer’s or painter’s fantasy that he
1s living in a world that wishes him well
and wants to reward him for his work.
For a few hours, the person who has
recently emerged from the “horrible
pit,” as Salle once called it, of his cre-
ative struggles is lulled into forgetting
that the world is indifferent to him and
intent only on its own pleasures. Oc-
casionally, the world is pleased to ap-
plaud and reward an artist, but more
often than not it will carelessly pass
him by. And what the world gives, it
delights in taking away: the applauded
and rewarded artist does not remain
so; the world likes to reverse itself.
What gives the book party or the
opening-night party or the artist’s din-
ner its peculiar feverish glitter is the
lightly buried consciousness of the
probable bad fate that awaits the artist’s
offering.

Since shows of painters’ drawings
are considered relatively minor affairs,
the dinner was a small one (for about
twenty people) and had a more relaxed
and less complicated atmosphere than
a full-scale show would have elicited.
The restaurant was a very expensive
and a very good one; we ordered care-
fully and ate seriously. Salle, who was
wearing a kind of sailor’s blouse, sat
quietly and calmly and
watchfully, like a boy at a
birthday party. I retain an
image of Sabine Rewald,
a curator at the Metro-
politan, who looks like a
Vermeer, lifting a spoon-
ful of pink sorbet to her
mouth and smiling hap-
pily. My table partners—
Robert Pincus-Witten,
an art critic and emeritus
professor of art history,
who is now a director at
Gagosian, and Raymond
Foye, another director,
who also publishes tiny,
strange books of exotica,
such as the poems of
Francis Picabia—were
masters of the art of inti-
mate, complicit table
talk. Our host, Larry
Gagosian, was absent.
He was out of town; the
opening was evidently
not important enough for
him to fly in for.
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Two years later, the
opening, at the Gagosian
downtown gallery, of a
Salle show of eight large
“Early Product Paint-
ings,” based on images in
fifties advertising, was
something else again.
This was a high-stakes
show—each painting
was priced at around a
hundred thousand dol-
lars—and an entire res-
taurant had been hired
for the artist’s dinner.
Things were no longer
simple. Things were very
complicated. The restau-
rant, filled with artists,
writers, performers, film-
makers, collectors, crit-
ics, gallery owners, hang-
ers-on, hummed with a
sense of intrigue and
with the threat of some-
thing not coming off.
Gagosian, a tall, dark-
skinned, gray-haired man
in his late forties, with a
deadpan manner, walked
through the room casting looks here
and there, like Rick in “Casablanca”
checking the house. Pincus-Witten and
Foye, again on duty, skimmed about
on anxious, obscure errands. Salle
(playing the Paul Henreid role?) wore
a dark jacket over a tieless white shirt,
and jeans, and was only slightly more
reserved, detached, and watchful than
usual. I left before the Vichy police
came. The image I retain from this
occasion, like Sabine Rewald’s pink
sorbet from the previous one (though
it comes from the opening proper), is
the sight of a tall, thin man in a gray
suit, who stood in the center of the
gallery and stood out from everyone
else because of the aura of distinction
that surrounded him. He had a face
with clever, European features, but
it was his bearing that was so remark-
able. He carried himself like a noble-
man; you expected to look down and
see a pair of greyhounds at his feet.
Throughout the opening, he had his
arm around a young black man with an
elaborate tribal hairdo. He was the
painter Francesco Clemente, another of
Gagosian’s hundred-thousand-dollar-
a-picture artists, and another of the
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Would you please pick something and quit channel surfing.”

painters who came to prominence in
the nineteen-eighties. Unlike Salle,
however, he has not yet seen his star
fall.

During a series of talks I had with
Salle, over a two-year period, he was
always careful to say nothing bad about
fellow-painters—even his comments
on Julian Schnabel, with whom he
had had a public falling out, were re-
strained. But I gathered from a few
things he let drop about Clemente’s
charmed life in art that it was a bit-
ter reminder of everything his own
wasn’t. “What I've been circling around
trying to find a way to ask,” Salle once
told me, “is the simple question ‘How
is it that some people are basically
taken seriously and others are basically
not taken seriously?” ” In spite of the
money he makes from his art, in spite
of the praise sometimes bordering on
reverence he has received from ad-
vanced critics (Peter Schjeldahl, San-
ford Schwartz, Lisa Liebmann, Ro-
bert Rosenblum, Michael Brenson, for
example), Salle feels that admission
into the highest rank of contempo-
rary painting has been denied him, that
he will always be placed among the

second-stringers, that he will never
be considered one of the big sluggers.
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HE artist David Salle, in a 1990
catalogue of his prints called the
“Canfield Hatfield” series (A. J. Lieb-
ling wrote about Hatfield in “The
Honest Rainmaker”), wrote, “Professor
Canfield Hatfield was a supposedly
real-life character who figured promi-
nently in racetrack operations and bet-
ting schemes of all types in this coun-
try in the first part of the twentieth
century. Among the Professor’s many
activities to promote belief in a higher
system of control over seemingly ran-
dom events were his exploits as a paid
maker of rain for drought-stricken
communities in the West—a high-
wager kind of job and by extension a
useful metaphor for the relationship
between risk, hope, and fraud that en-
ter into any art-making or rain-making
situation.”

37
L I ‘HE lax genre of personality jour-

nalism would not seem to be the
most congenial medium for a man of
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David Salle’s sharp, odd mind and
cool, irritable temperament. And yet
this forty-one-year-old painter has pos-
sibly given more interviews than any
other contemporary artist. Although
the published results have, more often
than not, disappointed him, they have
not deterred him from further fraterni-
zation with the press; when I was in-
terviewing him, in 1992 and 1993, he
would regularly mention other inter-
views he was giving. One of them—an
interview with Eileen Daspin, of the
magazine JW—turned out badly. Salle
lost his subject’s wager that the inter-
viewer’s sympathetic stance wasn’t a
complete sham, and had to endure the
vexation of reading a piece about him-
self that shimmered with hostility and
turned his words against him. “It can’t
be easy being David Salle in the
1990’s,” Daspin wrote, in the October,
1993, issue. “He is definitely out. Like
fern bars and quiche. A condition that’s
a little hard to take after having been
one of the genius artist boy wonders of
the Eighties.” This was the style and
tone of the article. Salle himself
sounded petulant and egotistical. (“I
was completely ignored by the same
people at the beginning of my career
who then celebrated me and who are
now happy to ignore me.”)

A month or so later, Salle told me
of his feelings about the article. “I read
it very, very quickly, in disgust, and
threw the magazine in the trash. I had
been ambushed. I should have known
better. I have no one to blame but
myself. She gave off plenty of signals
that should have raised alarms. It led
to my saying some interesting things—
except I said them to the wrong
person.”

“It interests me that you always take
responsibility for the interview—that if
you don’t like it, you blame yourself
rather than the interviewer.”

“Oh, I can blame her,” Salle said. “I
didn’t do it single-handed. She did it.
She kept saying ‘What does it feel like
to be a has-been? Don’t you feel bad
being put in the position of a has-
been? and I kept saying—with a mis-
guided sense of pedagogical mission—
‘Well, you have to understand that this
has a context and a history and a tra-
jectory.” I was talking about the tyranny
of the left. But it came out with her
saying merely how angry and unhappy

I was about being a has-been. All the
pains I took to explain the context had
gone for nothing.”

“She made you sound like a very ag-
gressive and unpleasant person.”

“Maybe I am. I was trying out the
thesis that the art world lionizes bul-
lies. In any case, I'm reaching the point
where I'm resigned to being misinter-
preted. Instead of seeing this as a bad
fate that befell me through no fault of
my own, I now see it as a natural state
of affairs for an artist. I almost don’t
see how it can be otherwise.”

“Then why do you give all these in-
terviews?”

Salle thought for a moment. “It’s a
lazy person’s form of writing. It’s like
writing without having to write. It's a
form in which one can make some-
thing, and I like to make things.”

I remembered something Salle had
once made that had failed, like the W
interview, and that he had destroyed in
disgust, as he had destroyed his copy of
the magazine. It was a painting of two
ballet dancers.
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! I ‘HE artist David Salle—as if speak-
ing of another person—once

talked to me about his impatience. “I
have a way of making people feel that
they don’t have my attention, that I
have lost interest and turned away.
People I'm close to have complained
about it.”

“And then?”

“I get even more impatient.”

“Is it that your thoughts wander?”

“I start thinking that my life is go-
ing to be over soon. It’s that simple. I
don’t have that much time left. T felt
this way when I was twenty.”

Salle had recently turned forty. He
had noticed—without drawing the al-
most too obvious inference—that he
was cutting images of watches out of
newspapers and magazines. One day,
after arriving a little late for an ap-
pointment with me, he apologized and
then told me that he used to be obses-
sively punctual. “I had to train myself
not to arrive exactly on the dot. It was
absurd and unseemly to be so punctual.
It was particularly unseemly for an art-
ist to be so punctual.”

I asked Salle what his punctuality
had been about.

“I think it had to do with focussing

so much on people’s expectations of
me. But it was also because I myself
hate to wait. For all my, I'm sure, bot-
tomless inconsiderateness of other
people, I'm always empathizing with
the other person. I empathize with the
torturer. I find it very easy to empa-
thize with Robert Hughes when he
writes of his aversion to my work. I feel
I know exactly what he’s thinking and
why. It’s a kind of arrogance, I know,
but 1 feel sorry for him. He doesn’t
know any better. I had to learn to be
late and I had to learn to be cruel, to
exude hostility. But it’s not really my
nature. I do it badly, because it’s not
who [ am.”
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!, I ‘OWARD the end of a long series of

interviews with the artist David
Salle, I received this letter from him:

After the many hours of trying to step
outside of myself in order to talk about
who or what I am, I feel that the only
thing that really matters in art and in life is
to fo against the tidal wave of literalism
and literal-mindedness—to insist on and
live the life of the imagination. A painting
has to be the experience, instead of point-
ing to it. I want to have and to give access to
feeling. That is the riskiest and only impor-
tant way to connect art to the world—to
make it alive. Everything else is just cur-
rent events.

Most of our conversations, I think, were
about how this idea has a special frequency
which is easily drowned out by the din of
the moment. That is, we talked, or I
talked, mostly about its being “drowned
out.” But the important thing is not really
the “underdogness” of it—but just the feel-
ing itself.
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write about the painter David

Salle is to be forced into a kind
of parody of his melancholy art of frag-
ments, quotations, absences—an art
that refuses to be any one thing or to
find any one thing more interesting,
beautiful, or significant than another.
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ONE day, toward the end of a con-

versation I was having with the

painter David Salle in his studio, on
White Street, he looked at me and
said, “Has this ever happened to you?
Have you ever thought that your real
life hasn’t begun yet?”

“I think I know what you mean.”

“You know—soon. Soon you'll start
your real life.” ¢





