LOOKING AT
ONE'S OWN
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About Strange Lands and Peopla,
1984, Conlé crayon, colored pencil,
and pastel, 52T x 38'f

Courlesy Staempfii Gallery,

MNew York, New York.

Collection lhe artist.
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Right:

The Fulbwight Triptych,
1971-74, oil, 78%: x 156,
Collection the Museum of Arl.
Pennsyhcania Slate Univarsily,
University Park, Pennsylvama,
Gilt of he Friends of the
Museum of Arl, Pennsylvania
State University.
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BY SIMON DINNERSTEIN

IN APRIL AND MAY of 1985, ]
was occupied with a large
solo exhibit of my work at
Gallery 1199 in the Martin
Luther King Jr. Labor
Center in New York Cily.
The gallery is adjacent to
the lobby of Local 1193,
the Hospital and Health
Care Employees Union.
My father, Louis Dinner-
stein, had been an aclive
member of this union. 1
usually exhibit at Staemp-
fli Gallery in New York
Cily, but when this oppor-
lunity presenied itself, es-
pecially wilh the large
space available, [ eagerly
jumped at il,

Gallery 1199 is a non-
profit space, so almost all
of the preparations for the
show were done by myself
and an enthusiastic cadre
of my students. Works ar-
rived from various loca-
tions—privale collectors;
Pennsylvania State Uni-
versily; the law firm of
Paul, Weiss, Rifkind,
Wharton and Garrison;
and the Sara Raby Foun-
dation—on April 2, the
day the show was 1o be
hung. There were 35
pieces representing a 14-
year span from 1971
through 1985. As one can
imagine, the scene at the
gallery when the works ar-
rived was chaotic and
most inlense. Although |
had produced the warks, 1
had never really seen
them all together.

In designing the show, |
wanted to somehow sepa-

rale the older work, main-
ly paintings, from the
more recenl series of
drawings that had occu-
pied me for the past four
years. [ was concerned
wilh how the exhibit
would hold together, since
my wark had changed dur-
ing the 14 years. Yel, even
though my hand and eye
had grown more sophisti-
cated, there seemed to be
a connective lhread run-

AMERICAM ARTIST



Solo exhibitions, particularly those that offer

a retrospective look at an accumulation of artwork,
offer artists a chance to summarize the ideas they have
been trying to express. Simon Dinnerstein recently had
that opportunity, and he describes both the formation
of the exhibition and the progressive development

of his work in this article.
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ning through much of the
work, A theme kepl
emerging: the interest in
people—in the individual
and in the dreams and
mysteries, the visual infor-
mation and enthusiasms
that define human beings.
I guess ] am interested in
art that atlempls to gel at
the full measure of a per-

son. Something about D. H.

Lawrence's slatemenl that
*“the novel as a tremula-
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tion can make the whole
man alive lremble” has al-
ways appealed to me.

The earliest painting in
the show, The Fulbrigh!
Triptych, was begun in
1971 in Hessisch Lichten-
au, near Kassel, Germany,
where | had been living on
a Fulbright Fellowship. At
the time. [ was quile inter-
esled in northern Eu-
ropean arl, and the influ-
ence of such arlists as Hol-

bein, Van Eyck, and Bel-
lini is cerlainly there. Be-
fore going to Germany, |
was mainly drawing and
the Triptych actually de-
picls the studio of a graph-
ic artist. [n the center pan-
el, a copperplale is shown
on a lable surrounded by
tools for engraving—bur-
ins, scrapers, burnishers,
etc. It is an enormous
painting—about 14" wide,
counting the spacing be-

tween the panels—that
shows the workshop of an
artist involved in printing
and drawing.

As with other images, |

* usually try to bring togeth-

er some combination of
abstracl and design ele-
menis and the figure in an
expressionistic context.
Also, I like working with
naturalistic images as a
starling point. Elements of
the Triptych did exist—
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Above:

Nociurne for a Polish Worker,
1982, Conlé crayon and
colored pencil, 282 x 44,
Collechion the artist.
Courlesy Staemplli Gallery,
MNew York, New York,

Right:
January Light,

1983, Conté crayon and
colored pencil, 44 x 29'f.
Collection the Martin Luther
King Jr. Labor Cenler,

MNew York, New York.

the table, the views from
the windows, and some of
the pictures and instru-
ments. These incidental
and real elements became
stepping off poinis for a
more abstracled concep-
lion.

Many times artists work
by instincl and ‘feel,” and
Lhere are lines, elements,
and lhemes that weave
Llheir way Lhrough a work
of art in some secret and
inexplicable way. The
Triptvch has a number of
themes, some Lthat 1 was
nol fully aware of until
much later. On its most
primary level, the painting
deals with the artist and
his world and family. The
studio is shown and un-
derlying it are ideas of
how perceplion and visual
stimuli define us and give
us our “axis,” or under-
standing of lhe world. Im-
ages abound in this di-
verse. mysterious, playful,
and irrational universe—
reproductions of Holbein's
Portrait of Georg Gisze;
Seural’s drawing of his
mother; Ludwig Witlgen-

slein’s “forms of life'; a

leller from my wife con-
cerning an anxiety dream.
The left panel shows my
wife and daughter and
various references to my
wife's work as a teacher:
children's drawings; a first
day’s wriling assignment;
a page of o's repeated
many limes; a fifth-grad-
er's rendilion of the effecls
of pollution on our envi-
ronment; a big black letter
v islanded on while paper.
The righl panel deals with
my own associations—
from a detail of Van Evck's
Last Judgment 1o a Soviet
exit visa lo a fire-spewing
dinosaur. How amazing
thal so many associations
having seemingly nothing
to do with one another be-
come parl of one's con-
5CiOUSNESss.

As | looked around at
my exhibit, 1 realized how
sirange and varied inspira-
tion can be lo an artist or,
for thal matter, how
widely it may differ be-
tween artists. For exam-
ple. the imagery for The
Fulbright Triptych came to
me in its totality. There
was only one study—in

gold leaf for the copper-
plate on the table, since |
was unfamiliar wilh the
process of gilding. Many
times, though, numerous
studies preceded a large
work of arl, and in this
show, [ was able 1o display
some of these studies, es-
pecially for the recent se-
ries of drawings.

Before discussing these
latter warks, it might be
interesting to say some-
thing about the origins of
Lhe group. Afier complel-
ing the Triptych in 1974, |
had my first solo exhibil
[in 1975, at the Staempfli
Gallery in New York City).
During the following vear,
I was very forlunate to
have received the Rome
Prize Fellowship. I lived in
Rome at the American
Academy with my family
from 1976 until early 1979.
Returning to Brooklyn, [
began leaching at both The
New School for Social Re-
search /Parsons School of
Design and New York City
Technical College. One of
the classes that was espe-
cially interesting was “Life

Conlinued on page 98

AMERICAN ARTIST






DINMERSTEIN .
Conlinued from page 71
Drawing—the Figure and the Por-

trail.” 1 had particular ideas for the
class—about how il should be run
and about the relationship belween
tradition and innovation. My draw-
ings up to this point had been almost
entirelv in black-and-white medi-
ums. But as 1 taught the class. ]
became fascinated with the students’
use of Conté cravon in the warm
brown colors. colored pencils. and
paslels. [I was really strange—one
usuallv thinks of the teacher being in
charge. but in this case. [ waiched the
students work with mediums 1 had
never worked with and learned from
them.

For the recent group of drawings. 1
mainlv worked with Rives BFK paper.




