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The long strange trip of Leslie Lerner

Leslie Lerner was a Brooklyn Dodgers
fan, who felt the decline of American
civilization began when the Dodgers
moved to LA, in 1958, Lerner also was
a clever, energetic, perceptive, political,
introspective, poetic, subtle and sure-
handed painter. The one thing he wasn't
was maudlin. Lerner died last year. He
wouldn't have made a big deal about it.

Let’s talk about his art.

Lerner’s paintings have an unsettled,
off-balance quality. Their settings are
enigmatic and at odds with their labels,
He'd call a series “My Life in France™ — hut
the landscape would look more like “My
Life on Mars.” Something is happening,
but it’s about to turn into something else.
A boy looks out of the painting’s frame;
a man looks down at a dog nipping at
his heels. These are moments in time.
They're not eternal.

Like “The Odyssey,” or “Huckleberry
Finn," Lerners paintings show you
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recurring characters on a journey. You
don’t know where they started out from
or if they'll ever get home again. Imagine
a series of illustrations ripped out of “The
Odyssey” and arranged out of order. Here,
Ulysses is shooting arrows at a bunch of
guys in a house. There, he drives a stake
into the eve of a Cyelops, Why? There are
N0 ANSWers, just scenes.

Lerner's paintings are like that:
fragments of narrative, but no thread.

These narratives do have their own
set of heroes. Instead of brave Odysseus,
you get the “Man with the Wooden Arm.”
Instead of Huck, he gives you the “Lost
Boy” In a supporting role, theres an
unnamed donkey. What are they up to?

In "My Life in France, the Lost Boy:
Spaceman,” the Lost Boy character
(perhaps a cousin of “The Little Prince™)
kneels to talk with two tiny astronauts
in space helmets. Their spaceship has a
seashell’s spiral shape. The foreground
of the desolate landscape is littered with
shells. Is he just imagining this?

Posing questions without answers is
easy enough. That's a trick — but Lerner
wasn't playing tricks. He had a reason for
what he was doing.

Incompleteness opens the doors of
perception. Not knowing where you are
makes you see with open eyes. Like the
sight of a new town on aroad trip. Like the
sight of vour hometown when vou return,
the first few seconds of strangeness you
see before your brain realizes oh, this is
familiar, and you stop seeing it.

Lerner’s characters were on a journey,
By not defining that journey, he forced
you to look at the strangeness of the
moments along the way:

A glimpse of a valley. A wild dog,

All the moments most people miss
on life’s journey because they're only
thinking about the next destination,

Lerner didn’t miss a thing,

While vou're here, don't miss the
companion exhibit of Susan Zukowsky's
mixed-media constructions. Her art
forms a sharp counterpoint to Lerners
work. Where he creates flux, she creates
stasis. Where he creates enigmas, she
creates icons: a wistful vignette of a
woman’s face looking out of a oval hole
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in a red box in "Camouflage of War” or
the haunting image of & bunny rabbit
forever trapped inside a sphere of glass
in "Prisoner of Love.” There is no time or
possibility of change in her constructions,
Everything is terrifyingly complete — and
completely bound in the recurring image
of a cage, container or trap. These traps
hint of the traps human beings create for
ourselves — war, had relationships, the
clenched fist of memory,

Why we create these traps in the first
place remains an open question.
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Leslie Lerner in his studio.

A lasting
impression

Painter’s worldview
lives on in his art

By KEVIN COSTELLD
CORRESPONDENT

The tragic death last Sep-
tember at age 55 of painter
Leslie Lerner, a master with
work in the permanent col-
lections of New York's Muse-
um of Modern Art and the
National Gallery of Art and
the Corcoran Museum of
Art in Washington, D.C,, still
reverberates through the Sa-
rasota community.

He was not only the most
important national artist in
this region, he was also one of
the most influential teachers
of contemporary art this city
has ever seen. For 15 years, he
taught and mentored stu-

dents at the Ringling School ~

of Art and Design.

The paintings in “Leslie
Lerner: The Florida Years"
at Allyn Gallup Contempo-
rary Art are not swan songs,
because Lerner's paintings
will continue to live and en-
rich generations to come,

Jill Lerner, his widow and
curator of the show, hopes
visitors will feel “Leslie’s
ability to explain our compli-
cated world with his exquis-
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A gregarious conversation-
alist, Lerner embraced the po-
lemics of art with a com-
mand of the subject. His etch-
ings, sculpture, ceramics and
paintings contain the two es-
sential characteristics evi-
dent in significant art: formal
and historical transgressions.

The first concerns the re-
arrangement of composition-
al devices established by an-
tecedents, The second ad-
dresses the very nature of
the purpose of aesthetics
and redirects viewers to-
ward a new awareness of cur-
rent philosophy as ex-
pressed in art: changing the
way we see the world.

Lerner's phantasmagorical
postmodern landscapes are
peopled by Lilliputians, gi-
ants and spaceships, or, asin
his last paintings, a forlorn
and obdurate donkey strid-
ing across a desert waste-
land of soldiers and billow-
ing black clouds. Painting an
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Art review

“Loslle Lorner:
The Florida Years” .
On display through April 1at
Allyn Gallup Contemporary
Art, 556 S. Pineapple Ave.,
Sarasota. Gallery hours are |
10 a.m. to 6 p.m: Monday |
‘through Saturday. Call - |
366-2093 or access !
www.miramararts.com.

Leslie Lerner’s worldview
lives on in the painter’s art
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autobiography, he was the don-
key in a quest to articulate con-
ceptual theater.

Lerner's paintings never left
the principal intent of concep-
tualism, which is to give prima-
cy to ideas expressed visually.

Lerner expropriated figures
for his landscapes from Goya
and Watteau, and, to use his
own words, “borrowed the don-
key from the 17th-century Ital-
ian Annibale Carracci” From
Goya, he distilled the darkness
of inhuman behavior; from
Watteau, the delicate sadness

of a scene as the modern world
breaks in upon it.

The donkey is a metaphor
for his own psyche.

Too soon, this original artist
has left the stage of visual think
ing, and yet the light he painted
is still on. The things he wished
us to consider remain, as in his
last work, which dealt with the
uncomfortable realities of Pax
Americana.

Realizations about the con
temporary world urgently de
mand the attention and explica
tion of poets. In our part of the
world, Lerner was one of them,
and certainly one of the best
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Recent work on view
MARK ORMOND

About Art

A capsule-like survey of Leslie Lerner's
work is on view at Allyn Gallup
Contemporary on Pineapple this month.
Lerner passed away last fall, and left a rich
legacy of work in a vanety of media. This
show reflects the comprehensiveness of his
expenmentation in works on paper, paint-
ing, and in three-dimensional forms. There
are examples from his “My Life in France
Series” that are lush and densely rich paint
“UFC) Winter House™ captures the
I hght of winter with deft brosh marks
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by Lerner, Schaaf and Zukowsky

Leslie Lerner’s work is on view at Allyn Gallup Contemporary on Pineapple.

that also make ¢louds. It 15 evident from this
show that Lerner loved to paint - to mave it
on the surface of plastic or rag hoard or can
vas. He liked to work colors in and around
other colors. He was a master at mvention
and re-invention, creating brush marks
specifically to achieve his intent. In *The
Lost Boy, Psychedelic Ghost Heart #8893,
he mixes cool blues and greens with flame
reds and browns, causing us to want to lose
ourselves in the power of his hrush. A qui-
etly startling series of 7-hv-T-inch acrviic
on-rag board panels follows the journey of a
donkey through a war-torn landscape,
where the amimal 15 both 2 witness and a vic
Hm to varons
Susan Zukow '~|':". 5 shanng the space with
Lerner at Gallup, Zukowsky is -,.,-._-|j known
er seductive collages that combine twi-
anid three-chmensional materials in EXuS-
e framewnrks, Her work 4s elegant, deli
cate and restraiged. She mixes paper with
matenals such as feathers, leaves, pearls
and netting. Her composites often reference
major monuments such as the Ara Pacis in

Mrocities.

for

Rome. In “Tce Box," she has attached crys-
tals of sweat on the outside of the structure
In “Camouflage of War,” a great teardrop
lays on the edge of the frame. Behind the
glass, beyond the delicate gold netting and
through the oval cut in a pumpkin fabric
mit, we see the face of a woman with a tear
streaming down her cheek while around her
swirl the skeletons of lacy dead leaves, Like
Joseph Cornell's boxes, Zukowsky's con-
structs establish an intimacy with the psy
che of the viewer that takes us far from the
realities of this world

Also at Gallup are
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