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SINCE THE LATE "80S, THE ABSTRACT ARTIST HAS MADE
WAVES WITH HIS MIND-BENDING VISUALITY AND HIS
GRAPHIC, IRONIC TWISTS ON AVANT-GARDE PAINTING
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BILL POWERS — When I inter-
viewed Mark Grotjahn, he
made a distinction between
abstract painting and non-
objective art. Nonobjective
art has no direct correla-
tion to the real world — Tike
a Mondrian, for example.
PETER SCHUYFF — Maybe he
was talking about the dif-
ference between a painting
and a picture? My friend and
favorite artist Neil Camp-
bell refers to his work as
“pictures,” and he makes
minimal, formal abstraction
much in the spirit of a John
McLaughlin.

BILL POWERS — Why does he
call them pictures?

PETER SCHUYFF — Because
they’re purely visual. In my
case, I have a relationship
with the back of my paint-
ings. I'm very fussy about
them as objects. But I do
use light and shadow, so in
that sense, yes, they are
pictures. But they have all
these squishy brushstrokes,
so they operate as paint-
ings as well.

BTEESPOWERSE SN I Wa st silin=
prised at how different
your paintings appear to
the naked eye, as opposed

to seeing them in reproduc-
tion. You can really notice
the hand in them.

PETER SCHUYFF — Because I am
responsible for that hand,
whenever I finish a paint-
ing, it’s hard for me to see
dt - so the fipst thing I do
is take a picture. My paint-
ings look really good on my
iPhone. It’s akin to paint-
ers in the 19th century
having a Claude glass, which
is a piece of obsidian they’d
use to look at a reflection
of their painting. It would
also render the painting
black and white.

BILL POWERS — Or sometimes
a painter will flip a canvas
upside down to see it with
fresh eyes. I know that John
Currin keeps a hand mirror
in his studio to look back at
paintings over his shoulder.
PETER SCHUYFF — My painting
studio is really dark. I Tike
to 1imit what I see, limit
what I’'m responsible for — to
distill, to define my domain.
Otherwise, I get tired.

BILL POWERS — That’s funny

because Julian Schnabe
says he Tlikes to paint in
the dark, too. Do you like

the fact that your paint-
ings operate so differently
in person?

PETER SCHUYFF — You mean
the apparency of the brush-
strokes? I suppose.

BILL POWERS — Is serializa-
tion an aspect of your prac-
tice?

PETER SCHUYFF - I’m fas-
cinated by paintings of
paintings, and paintings of
drawings, and drawings of
paintings. I Tove that echo.
Some of my abstract paint-
ings are almost cartoons of
paintings or caricatures of

paintings. It’s important
for me to 1imit what I'm
responsible for. If I paint

on top of a found painting,
I can kind of have my cake
and eat it, too. It distills
what there is left to do.

BILL POWERS — Which reminds
me of Marcel Duchamp talk-
ing about painting on glass,
which he Tloved because he
suspected too many back-
grounds 1in paintings were
done without real intent.
PETER SCHUYFF — I'm defi-
nitely at my best when
I dumb it down. When I get
out of the way. I tend to
get in trouble when I have a
“bright idea.”

BILL POWERS — Do you think
of your paintings as having
a temperature?

PETER SCHUYFF — A11 of my Tlife,
I’ve only used six or seven
tubes of paint. I don’t think
of myself as a colorist. That’s
not how I express myself.

BILL POWERS — Interest-
ing that you are a literal-
ist. So does that make your
paintings room temperature?
PETER SCHUYFF — Lately I’ve
been trying to paint some
heat. I always start with
a grisaille and then build
layers of color on top of
that. More recently, I'm
starting with color, which
is such a simple and obvious
thing to do in a really 01d-
Master way.

BILL POWERS — Do you imagine
your paintings have a geog-

raphy to them, or do they
exist solely in fictional
space?

PETER SCHUYFF — They only
exist where they are.
They’re not pictures of
somewhere else. It’s paint.
BILL POWERS - You talked
about 1light and shadows
before. If there are three
kinds of T1ight 1in paint-
ing — natural, artificial,

and divine — which type do
you employ?

PETER SCHUYFF — I would have
to say I use divine Tlight
because it’s totally imagi-
nary and unrealistic illu-
mination. The Tight always

comes from one direction.
Although recently they’ve
gotten more subtle. I don’t

know if I would say “divine”

because of the religious
connotation. Let’s say fake
Light.

BILL POWERS — Did you get
grouped into the Neo-Geo

crew in the 1980s?

PETER SCHUYFF — Very much
so. I was often mentioned
alongside Philip Taaffe.

BILL POWERS — And Neo-Geo
was just a few years on the
heels of the Pictures Gen-
eration, right?

PETER SCHUYFF — But 1 think
the artists from the Pic-
tures Generation were much
closer to each other. I’ve
been with Peter Halley
maybe four or five times in
my life. Philip and I were
sort of friends because we
both showed with Pat Hearn,
so we’d be at a lot of the
same dinners.

BILL

POWERS — You were
exhibiting in the deep East
Village then because Pat
Hearn was on, Tike, Avenue

B and 6th Street.

PETER SCHUYFF — I was in Pat
Hearn’s first show and had
more shows with her than
any other artist. I left the
gallery after she moved to
SoHo. When she got together
with Colin de Land, she
became much more socially
conscious, which is great as
a person, but not obligatory
as an artist.

BILL POWERS - Josh Smith
ONnce s aid NSt SEd i sap=
pointing to learn that you
can’t only be an artist. You
also have to be an enter-
tainer.” Does that resonate
with you?

PETER SCHUYFF = 1'm nhot much
of an entertainer, although
I guess as a musician, I am.

BILL POWERS - You and your
studio manager were once in
a band together?

PETER SCHUYFF — We had a
band called The Woodwards.
At one point, I had this
chorus of women singing
with me. I play the guitar.
They are very clever songs.
With the songs, I get in
the way. With the paintings,
I try to get out of the way,
which is easier said than
done.
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PETER SCHUYFF, UNTITLED, 2019, OIL ON LINEN,
78 3/4 X 55 1/8 INCHES, PHOTO PETER TIJHUIS




PETER SCHUYFF, UNTITLED, 1988, ACRYLIC AND PENCIL
ON LINEN, 90 3/16 X 66 1/8 INCHES
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BILL POWERS — Where are you
from originally?

PETER SCHUYFF — I was born
in the Netherlands, and
then we emigrated to Canada
in the 1960s.

BILL POWERS — But you did
some solid New York time,
too — starting when?

PETER SCHUYFE — 1 moved to
Williamsburg in 1980. It was
rough, but it was fun.

BILL POWERS — Is there some
overlap between your music
and your paintings?

PETER SCHUYFF — Maybe in

their geometry and their
irony. They’re both quite
simple.

BILL POWERS — That sounds
to me almost like an exten-
sion of Neoclassicism. How
do you consider the paint-
ings to be ironic?

PETER SCHUYFF — In the vein
of what you were saying ear-
Tier about them Tlooking so
different 1in person when
you get up close, being as
painterly as they are.

BILL POWERS — Which painters
from an earlier era did you
admire?

PETER SCHUYFF — Sol LeWitt
was very important to me,
Piet Mondrian likewise.

BILL POWERS — Were you
making your tree sculptures
in the 1980s?

PETER SCHUNEF = No,
I started doing the carvings
just before I was leaving
New York. I started whit-
tling pencils while I was at
the Chelsea Hotel. I’d given
up my studio at that point.
Then, when I moved to Van-
couver, I thought, “What
shall I do?” And so I made
them bigger.

BILL POWERS — We are con-
ducting this interview right
now as we walk the streets
of Paris together. Has it
been a good trip for you?

PETER SCHUYEE — I saw Bran-
cusi’s studio today. It was

so inspiring. I mean, he
invented all that shit so
I don’t have to. He had a

lot more responsibility.

BILL POWERS — The way you
use the term “responsibil-
ity” is odd to me.
PETERSESCHUNEESSESThioma's
Lawson once referred to me
as an “Elvis Presley imper-
sonator” in Artforum. Hey,
they are simple, stupid
things I make, but they can
be really beautiful.

T

PETER SCHUYFF, EXHIBITION VIEW AT PAT HEARN GALLERY, 1984

BILL POWERS — Albert Oehlen
will invent different rules
for himself as a way to
establish parameters in his
work. Do you have beliefs
that you strictly adhere to
in the studio?

PETER SCHUYFF — I have rules
about how deep a painting is
allowed to go or whether a
painting can turn a corner.
I guess I'm Tike Alfred
Gottlieb in that the action
should never extend beyond
the edge of the canvas.

BILL POWERS — Do you have any

sayings you subscribe to?
PETER SCHUYFF — Ralph Waldo
Emerson wrote, “Do your
work, and I shall know you.”

BILL POWERS — How were your
paintings initially received
in the 1980s?

PETER SCHUYFF — It depends
on where they were shown.
In Germany, they were con-
founded by the vacuous-
ness of the work. They just
couldn’t believe they were
about nothing at all. The
paintings really were a
product of the ugly ’80s.

BILL POWERS — Which isn’t so
far away from Oehlen’s works
in the late ’80s. Ugly, I mean.
PETER SCHUYFF — Someone 1like
Albert Oehlen, though — his
work implied the possibility
of content. My work denied
it completely. Albert Oehlen
and Christopher Wool are
some of my favorite paint-
ers. "Early ‘on, they ‘chal-
Tenged my idea of what I can
get away with.

BILL POWERS — What did you
get from Christopher Wool,
specifically?

PlETER  SERHUEE =
confusion and mystifica-
tion. As a painter, that’s
just so sexy.

Absolute

BILL POWERS — I believe it
was Kafka who said once you
start answering their ques-
tions, they’ve won. And
maybe that’s what you were
looking for visually: ques-
tions.

PETER SCHUYFF — What we find
appealing as humans can
often be so unexpected, Tike
truffles or bone marrow.
Or stinky cheeses.

END
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