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THE PASSION AND POWER BUILDS:
THE OGRE SERIES BY ROBERT S. ZAKANITCH

JEAN E. FEINBERG

The evolution of Robert S. Zakanitchs forma) vocabulary is fascinating and provides an informative
documentation of a masterful, painterly styie that is shifting from the ¢lassical to the baroque.

t has been 1en vears since Robert S: Zakanitch created, and soon
I thereafier labeled the “breakthrough™ paintings that established
h:m as a leading. member of the popular Patiern and Decoration move
ment. What motivated Zakanitch and his compatriots in decoration
was. at that 6 me, widely discussed. The aesthetic shift that hasoccurred
since then has made 11 easy 10 forget the ¢ontroversy that surrounded
this iceneclastic tnovement's philosophy: Even though the debate was
miense. one has 10 sirain 10 remember the heat of the argument.

That it has been just over 1en vears since the birth of this aesthetic
tllustrates how rapidly new work can have a wide-reaching effect. It
also indicates that the radical nature of breakthrou gh art can be guickly
ahserbed and thus ity inttia germination just as quickly forgotien or
misundersiood. Because our vision is dulled by so much arnt that has
1aken for granted the aesibctic position that ()te ficst generation Pattern
and Pecoration antists struggled to anain. a4 i3 useful to recail the
cnvironment and motivation of the originators.

I» ihe early Seventies, Zakanitch was already a mature artist. Like
several of the other painters and sculptots soon 10 be associated with
decoration. he was not. in the fashion of the artisis who have emerged
in the Eighties fresh from art school looking to make his mark on the
scene with flamboyant innovation Rather, he and many of his col-
leagues at mid-career felt themselves stcangling under the gip of
ninimalism In the initial stage of the change. these artists shared the
need to break away from formalism and the in tellectual cloud of jus
ufication 1hat hovered over it The restrictive boundarics ofthe aey
thetic environment. with its rules about pennissible subject matter,
had 10 be broken. Zakanitch recognized thai he and others, bv and
large. agreed in attitude but bad diverse plans concerning what action
should be taken. The group's efforts led 10 work in all mediums—paint-
islg sculptuse. and the decorative arts —as well as production that
blucred the boundarics of these categories Within a few years no one
talked of a unified Pawern and Decoration movement. As in other
insiances when tweutiety-centuryartists gathered 10 discu® common
goals or even issue manifestoes, rhe group activity ended once the
1alking stopped and the members returned 10 their individual studios,
With hindsight. it is easy to see that the Pattern-and Decoration artists

not only broke down barricrs to make their personal, continued de
velopment possible: theyv also allowed others to follow in their wake
asthey created an expansive atznosphere 1oward what was permissible
in diverse mediums,

Zakaniich never conceived of Paten. and Decoration s an end in
stself 1 was not a style to adopt as a sohtion to the problem of what
one should paini. [§is use nf vernacular forms and references was
enlisted as i1 mezns cather than an end.For him. the ultimaic goal was
the revitalization of painting This was achieved by moving from the
realm of so-called pure abstraction, which in Zakanitch's case had
been the subtlc mmaxiulation of color within highly coiitrolled minimalist
structures. 1nto one thar embraced a referential positii;n, The intellec-
wal underpinnings that jusufied ninimal abstcaction and detertmined
i Component parts were set aside. By urthinging the idcology that
pre-deterinined what vacabulary was pennitted. the door swimg open
and led Zakanitch 10 the evolution of a major body of painerly, rek
erential canvases

By the late Seventies. Zakanitch was known, and in many circles
aeclalmed, for his fush and colorful paintings. Jubilant choruses of

filnwers danced across the surface »f ach canvas The (lowers vere
never grouped as bouguers: rasher. inulividusl bioss,oms lloaied upon
the wuterngst edge ol the picturs plane. held in place only by the

structuralgrip ofthe composition’s grid format. Enmeshed in the back
ground, a pauwern of evenly placed dots or dashes often auginented
the grid suucture, providing additional strength 10 the cornposition’s
internal frarnework. The veins of leaves or the thin stems of more
dclicate flowers added a linear element. Often the gaiety of these
curving lines positively camouflaged the perpendicular forruat.

The paintings of the late Seventies had aconsistentinternal thythm—
a repetitive pulse. The beat was steady as the shape of each flower
and 1s regularized placement remained uniform within cach picture.
The color, however. did not. In mest canvases, the color sweiled and
subsided. creating gentle waves across the picture’s surface. Thus, the
reg larized cadence of the similar images was received in combination
with a rhythm that cbbed and fiowed. This counterpeint gave 1he floral
patntings an organic breath. The sense of life, along witl; opulent color
and accessible imagery, provided these pictures with both formal
strength and popular appeal.

As a mature artist. Zakaniteh. from the very stan of the Patiern and
Dcecoration movement, bad been able to create complex compositions
in which a classical, internal structure and briltiaent manipulation of
color were joined in just the correct balance. The vernacular-—at that
time, the low-art subject of [.owers (and vegetable or animais)—used
in a repetiive maimer, associated them with Pattern and Decocation.
Zakanitch's paintings were always masterful pictures that glowed with
a radiance and passion. captivating viewers oncc again, at a difficult
moment in the history of painting, with the power of pairiton a twe-di-
mensional surface.

In 1982.83, the structure of Zakanitch's paintings began 10 change.
Over a period of several ycars, he meved away from the classical order
of his best known Pattern and Decoration worlt. Gradually. itie paint-
ings have developed a different internal rhythm and visual impact. The
altered compositions: that cons:Nwied this change have been steadily
pouring forth from Zakanitch's studio 10 make up the numerous exhib-
itions the artist has had throughout the United Siates and in Europe,
The acrylic and graphite works of the Ogre SeriCs, execuied from
January through August of this year and curren:ly on exhibit a1 the
Rober: Miller Gallery, present the current stite of this evolution.

An orderly linear hisie:v of the change would provide an inaccurate
picture of Zakaniich's development. There hnve becen many scries. as
well as isolated paintings. numerous works on paper. and prints Over
a period of scveral yeacs there is 1 borrow ing of comnposition:d devices,
2 use of similar motifs, and anitudes 1oward color that sometimes link
work: but an emphasis on these easily identified connections can un-
dermine our cffon o discert change. While Zakanitch continues to
Guote his earlicr work, he has driunaticaliy plowed ahexd. In order to
better understancl the newest works, it is useful to lonk back at several
cxamples from the last few vears.

[n 1982, Zakanitch worked on several vertical canvases charact erized
by an unequal division into 1wo sections Unlike carlier work. where
the parts meled together through manipulation of color and related
itmages. these paintings are marked by a disjuncture, Three of the split
compositions(Bimima Red. Yeilow Pants and fucked In) were dubbed
the Couture Series hec:mse the upper pan of «he canvias resembled
overjapping cloth. The fabric was usually a pattern of black lines on
acolored hickground The lines created acrisseross pattern according
to thw+ manncr in which the ¢loth was folded or draped. The lower half
of all theee pictitres was classic Zakaniteh: a vivactous gridded flicld
of dancing flowers.

Also in 1982, Zakanitch allowed the overlapping movement of part
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of these split compositions te ke over entire canvases Undermining
i1 lrely any ceferunce o the grid, Angets with Golden {feares is a work
thist is eonly ehapxedic, The large canvas is compostd of three swee bing
diagionul gestures, whin could be called gmmel barogue movement.
“Zakanitch has staixl that the overlapping structure, omce ajlowed lo
dominate. gave this bicture and others like it a burst of enel @y Angeds
weth Goiden Hearts also includes a frieze of Uutnpeting angels along
e top hinrder which was mostly painted out. Small pink, blue. and
white mucks sparkle like s:ais in 4 Byzantine ‘leld of red and gold.
Abstract passages predominate

Tiwo other semes continue this more away from the rectangle. the
micraal grid. axl its compiementary mood of guiel order and sublle
hiend of colors Zakwutchuitled a group of 1982-83 ventical canvases
the Gentry Scries (examples include Lragon Fly, Noble One, Contara,
andl Wasp). Apiin using clothingas i1 point of departure. these paintings

||
inceciborate a pale. :uffled ascat into the jop of each picture, The tony

image extending below the aseou is pinched slightly it its center, i
if 2 male fixure draped in a Aunboyant Noral fabric extends helow o
complete the dandyish outlit. This sceies elimjnates any doubit os w
whether ZaXanitch has 4 semse of humor nhout his use of sermacular
{quilis. walipaper.linoleum, fabiic. etc.) sources. At the same time. the
liberty that the aatist has taken with Lhe fabric’s description heightens
the tenston between the identitiabile referenee and the ahstiact content.

With the Copa Series of 1883-84, Zakunitch goes all ouwt with his
showy, humorous intent. lle maintains the vertical, split forinat ws well
as the grand. sweeping innvements. This lime the eolire cumpogition
s 3 takeoll on Cazmen Miranda's infamous headdress. 1n Frwit Apeal.
bunches of ripe bananas and grages are pited high upun a green and
black tucban, The makeup of the turban resembies the cumymerbunds
inthe Coulure Seeies: The complete image has o shape ol its own tha
's surrounded by a white horder used by the artist 1o fill in the vertical




compasilion Celery Head and Hor Top are two other ouzlandish nil-
linery creations in the former, sweeps of green burst forth from a
dec oraiive source, while in the latter a flashy red structure suninounts
a zebru-patierned base. In both instances the Carmen Mitanda refer
ence is recognized but the exacting description of Zakanitch's revious
paintings has been abandoned.Paint drips free ly and ambiguous shapes
are scattered about the surface in a casual manner.

in the later half of 1982, Zakanitch staiting working with Zraphie
in combination wiih acrylic. One of the first results of his introduction
of a new material was Mowtimse The top of this split composition is
in acr¥liciblood redroses splattered against a black and white check-
erboan] die Id. The bottom is composed of thin gyaphitelines on gessocd
¢anvas of swirling trumpet-shaped vines. Shortly thes eafter, Zakanitch
determinecl that the giaphite would be more successfulty utilized on
a hard surface. "Thus he turned to masoniic. Not yet avracted 1o the
idea of working with graphite alene, he used the graphite on gessoed
masonite in association with acrylic o ¢anvas ffe did this by abutting
canvas and masonite panels, permitting the work on each to partially
overlap. This series. some of whijch were shown at the iarkus Gallery
in Roston in 1984, included Caviar, Tie hmn Cracine and Eldow
Rovm- All emphasize grand movements that take on shapes indepen-
dent of the two joined rectangles. They also juxtapose vibnnt color
with black and white paitezis,

In 1985, Zakanitch separated his use of graphite and acrvlic into two
bodies of work. For all the 19587 pictures, he hus abandoned the rec-
angle as a starting point. Zakanitch is acutely aware of the positive
function of str.cily adhered-to limitations; they serve asstarting points,
laying the ground and providing impetus, So it was only with
forethouglu and preparation thm the artist has taken this step, at just
the correct moment in his evolution, when the abandonmem of a
longheld limitation did not weaken his framework bLut instead
strengthened it. At this point the change appears consistent with the
direction that his painting has taken over the last several years, The
shaped canvases and wood or masenite pancls provide anew structure
in which these developments can expand and therefore flourishy

Because the internal activity in Zakaniteh's paintings nojonger mir
rored a rectangle, the recuwngle of the stretcher had come to counter
his composition's internal dynamics. This problem has heen success
fully dealt with for a time by the compasitional experimentation and
variation discussed above. Zakanitch, however, had arrived at a point
where a composition of the intensity he strove for should be without
divisions or superfluous edges. It needed to have a singadar; integrated
tield of activity and an edge that was non-rectangular.

While this move toward shaped canvases had been percolating for
some time, Zakanitch's involvemem in the spring of 1984 with the
production of a rug in Aubusson. France spurred him on. In the past.
Zakanitch hys resisted the tendency of the Pattern and Decoration
artists, aswe ll asnumerousot her contemporat vsculptors and painters,
o create functional objects. He has never produced lunps, chairs,
tables, or screens or been involved with the use of tile, mosaic, or
glass design that some ariists have incorporated into public arteavizon
ments_

Zakanitch's involvement with the Aubusson manufactuecrs came
about through the invitation of M. Louis Goodman, an architect and
designer. Zakanit¢h is ¢lear about his approach to the project. made
Waiy b the many unatiractive Wil inangings and 1ugs of well kilewn
artists, He would not peratit a painting of his 10 be translated into a
g, On the contrary, he created, working on the floor, a design for a
g He assumed that his piece would be used as a rug. not as a wall
hanging, and therefore viewed by people standing or sitting directly
o it Zakanitch made three designs. one of which was hand-woven at
the Aubusson factory. The artist made a special trip there to work
throu gh the detaily of the broject. He discussed with the staff the dyes.
the weaving technidues and the blends. By taking a special interest
i1 all aspects of the nefs inanufacture. he determined not only the
color but the suriace texture, both essential components of the rug's
final successful effect.

Severa| of the paintings in the prescent exhibition are similar in shape
10 the Aubusson rug The pinched middle and the iregular edge of
therug and ihe intern al shape ofthe earlier canvases have now hecone
the shupe of the strewcher. Also, the weaving pattern or braid. clearly
amolif reinforced by the ar ist's trip to Aubusson. 's a primaiy element

in severalofthese compositions. Z_akanilch hnd_ milized weas 1:1530”:_;;2;
in earlier woik. oftexas border designs. butnotm the(lommén RO o
they appear here. It jsrevsonable to presuine that lheAuhusson. exp ' :
> led with Zakaniich's predisposition to the supposediygentler
e ke 3, e . ‘ 1 and learned 10
crafts (Zakwdtch grew up ina matrtarchal househ_ol( a ady iy s
braid, embroider. and make horsetail rugs asa .chlltll_ PC“‘_“‘{)C‘ I ) ;
to jucorporate not only the shave of th:' rags-inte s wextLOTNS
inti hut also the strong weaving relereince. v I¥
4 JZI:kIz‘xﬁlch had considered calling his 1985 .works the Magic 83’9’3‘
Serics. But wary of too literal an intetpretation, he came up W fih-an
arnusing alternative. more in keeping with the vivid imagmazion 4. -
his titles so of:en reveal: the Ogre Series. They are thus "3“‘9‘2"’“0{
fainvtale creatures. Like these hitarre monsters, Zakanitch considers
the shapes of his new canvases and masonite panels to be odd and
myjsshapen.

Among the furst Ogre Series pictures is Ficlds of Hercules, an inage
with the strength thai 1ts title conjures up. The most inlansé Hlue and
red one could imagine covers the entire shaped canvas Gigantic blos
sems hang from a diagonal trellis; a huge vine twists across the center
Green, the bares: suggestion of icaves and stems. peaks through a
ravsterjous night-blue sky. The flowers and vine seem 1o bleed red. All
the nterior d¥namics of the composition work in tandem with the
stiape of the stretcher, ‘the crlargedscale oftheamages and the showy
use of color resuit in a bravura of referential abstraction.

Zakanitclts Tiger Falls is a completely different composition. a
circle with a scalloped edge that gives its curve irregularity Yet. a
similar ana]ysis can be made of its internal workings and its walloping
impact. Salmon-colored lilies with blackspots have hbeen given gigantic
p roportions. Their huge petals are tossed about in what resembles the
violent waves of a green sea The swirling motion of the stormy waters
and placement therein ofthe flowers' sensuouspetals rellect the outer
shape of thie canvas. All the clements of color.scale, shape. and paint
application combine to produce an explosive: force.

Within months after starting the shaped paintings. Zakanitch e m-
barked onagroup of giaphite on masonit ¢ pancls that are cut in shapes
stmilar to that of 7iger Falls His original intention was to allow: the
white of the gesso preparation to play a major compositional role. as
a scrieso f positive images amid a darker, negative field. As he worked
with the graphite sticks. however, Zakanitch found himself covering
almost the entire surface. Flecks of white do peck through. like the
simplemarksin the artist’'s early patternwork. but it is thertch graphite
Eta Zakaniteh has assiduously worked into the hard surface that domi-
ndtes

Zakanitctl has approached the graphite as a n\wsterious color and
medium. oncthatyields asurface with an absorbentref.ective quality,
Consequently, the surface Nuctuates in the changinglight and breathes
with life. While these gray panels are subdued In comparison to
Zakaniteh's highenergy, color-satumted canvases. they possessa simni
lar radiimce They are odd-shaped objects that Hoat on the wall and
exude a captivating waemth,

At filty yecars of age Zakanitch is an artist who has watched the
mood of critical opinton swing from onc extreme to the next as move
ments come and go. Fortunately for him, and for us, he understands
the necessity' of pecsonal development and evoltiion that take place
over timer with thelr own imternal logic, and which may or maw not
paralle! current trends: Witheul repeativig himself. yet also without
Jumpmg Into disparate modes. Zakanitch has amassed a large body of
work. The evoluuon of his formal vocabulary is fascinating and p1.o-
\'i(les_ an mformative documentation of a masterful painterly style that
is shiftlng fron the classical to the barogue More compelling than the
strmctural development of his piktures or the continued use and trans-
format lon ofvernacular vocabulary is the affimmtion that these works
ef a1t conunumicate. They are positive statements about painting and
Jife. They aftrm our sense of humanity and the abilits of art to speak
te that fact. They deal with beawy as emotion and do not deny the
romantlc attitude that art can clevate our feelings about ourscives anil
ethers

Zakanitch is net afraid Lo take an acsthetic stance thar may be om
o fashion at this pauticular momentt As a result. it is very likels. that
one day m the future Zakanitch will be considered an artist who was
abler during along carecr, to be both of lis tine and ahead of his tiine.
and thus worthy of a place in ar. history.
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