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Albert York,
Landscape with Two
Pink Carnations in
a Glass Goblet,
1983, oil on wood,
12% x 12",

Manet. He is modern, though,
in the way he shows you how
the image is constructed, how
brush has dragged pigment to
make it. I also wonder whether
he felt a kind of modern dis-
satisfaction with his chosen
pictorial devices. According to
Tomkins, he was unhappy with
his work—seeing a museum
show of his paintings in 1989,
he thought they were “pretty
lousy™—and even as he stuck
to the art school genres, he
worked around them. The
paintings are as eccentric as
they are lovely—the figures
sometimes awkward, or wear-
ing odd costumes; the pro-
portions sometimes off, like
Olympia’s cat or in the still
lifes with no guide to scale, so that tulips might be as high as trees;
and there are occasional peculiar narratives, as when an Indian, a
conquistador, and an alligator face off in an unlikely three-way fight.
There is also a tension between the imagined and the real. York told
Tomkins that he painted outdoors but wasn’t a straightforward plein
air painter: “I would see this tree or that tree, and put it down on
the panel, but rearrange the whole thing. I invented it. It came to
mind as [ was working.” And in fact the spatial disposition of the ele-
ments in York’s landscapes gives them an odd quality, both unnatural
and perfect.

York made several paintings of cows and several of dogs, and, as
with Morandi and Ryder, it is tempting to see these animals as indexing
poles of his sensibility: the cows his concern with obdurate, unbother-
able fact, the dogs his work’s vital alertness, its sense of atrunement to
some inner spirit in things. Throughout York’s art, there is a sense of
latent meaning, as if a tree or a rose were not just itself but a Platonic
object, itself in some other dimension. Other painters have produced
this effect, but rarely in so concentrated a way.

—David Frankel
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