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MICHAEL RUBIN

Discussing abstraction in the late fifties, and the
paintings of his friend Jackson Pollock in particular,
Franz Kline noted that when the work lacks an ob-
vious motive for its existence - - that is, recognizable
subject matter - - one must Pay special attention to
the care that went into its making. “Jackson always
knew it, ” he said, “that if you meant it that much when
you did it, it will mean that much.” Kline didn’t feel
that many people understood that yet. “It's assumed
that to read something requires an ability beyond that
of a handwriting expert,” he said, “but if someone
throws something on a canvas it doesn’t require any
more care than if someone says, ‘I don't give a
damn.’” Kline believed that the reality was much more
profound: “Like with Jackson: you don‘t paint the way
someone thinks you have to paint, you paint the way
you have to in order to give, that's life itself, and
someone will look and say it is the product of know-
ing, but it has nothing to do with knowing, it has to
do with giving. " Michael Rubin understands this per-
fectly: he's painting pictures just as free of subject
matter, just as resolutely abstract, and as fully giving
as those that were painted by the generation that
put America on the map of art history in the years
just after he was born in 1946.

The first generation Abstract Expressionist spirit is still
alive in Michael Rubin’s paintings, which is why they
feel connected with the work of his forebearers even
though they look very different. Pollock may have
been Rubin’s primary inspiration, but artists like Morris
Louis, Sam Francis, and Milton Resnick of the so-called
second generation seem to have made an impact
on Rubin as well. These painters amplified Pollock’s
compositional “all-overness” in ways that have, in
turn, been amplified by Rubin. In their physical sur-
faces, Rubin’s paintings have q great deal in com-
mon with what might be termed a later branch of
Abstract Expressionism - - the Olitski-Poons-Bannard
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school of thickened pigment relief-paintings - - though,
again, they don‘t Iook like them. Rubin is thus an heir
to the entire painterly tradition that stretched over
thirty years from Pollock’s bravado to Poons’ boudoir
pinks, but somehow, somewhere along the way, he
found the strength to make this style serve his own
emotional needs instead of succumbing to its highly-
seductive physical blandishments.

Rubin’s pictures aren’t pretty or decorative. Instead
they seem involved with the stuff of life - - flesh, earth,
blood-filled tissues, chemical mixtures, forests, galax-
ies, the microscopic structure of minerals. His form-
world empathizes with, rather than describes, nature.
The interacting physical system which is the post-
Newtonian view of the universe is replicated in Rubin’s
paintings where forces such as gravity and thrust (his)
interact with the viscosity, fluidity, weight and the sur-
face tension of matter (his pigment). The paint - - now
thickened acrylics - - is applied to the surface in
screen-like layers. It is put on with his fingers, dripped
on from sticks, spattered on, trowelled on, poured
on in rivulets, and sometimes he even attaches pre-
dried clots of pigment to the canvas as well. Like
Pollock before him and Monet before that Rubin has
developed a large repertoire of very specific kinds
of strokes which he draws upon at will.

The number of methods of applying paint at his com-
mand has increased in ratio with the number of color
relationships he has explored. His color isn’t the non-
color of so much latter day “Modernist” abstraction
which favored weakened pastels over pure, strong
hues. Rubin makes intense reds interrelate with sunny
yellows, leaf greens and purplish blues. Indeed. his
recent breakthrough Red Variation Series ot 1987-89,
which concentrated on the very difficult relationship
between red and yellow, seems to have freed him
to explore others of increasing difficulty and com-
plexity. This series, which he likens to Bach’s demon-
stration pieces, the Goldberg Variations, enabled him
to consolidate what he’d gained from the art of the
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immediate past with his private emotional reserves
of strength.

Exactly what has fueled these reserves is not clear.
In childhood, he found refuge from family turmoil in
making marks on paper. He would draw sixty to seven-
ty page-long paper scrolls that rolled out from one
room into another. The marks he made on these scrolls
told the story of his life in a language only he could
read. As a teenager, a college student, and, after,
doing graduate work in Theology at a seminary, he
struggled with his dual heritage as a protestant and
a Jew and with his dual responsibility to work against
the war and for peace and civil rights. He tried fo
reconcile these dualities in human service while con-
tinuing his personal search for faith, and the writings
of religious existentialist Martin Buber have been of
help in this endeavor. As an adult, difficulties in his
personal life, led at first to closing off the visual field,
filling it with larger and darker structural units that
literally walled him off from the viewer. The works of
the late seventies and early eighties reached asphalt-
like density and darkness. The marks he made were
primitive and deliberately infelicitous. He began work-
ing in wax encaustic which continued the density, but
its natural luminosity encouraged a return to color.
Slowly, as the eighties progressed he began to open
his painting up to the light and to an increasingly rich
texture of formal relations. Sparks of enlightenment
from religious, philosophical, and scientific fires within
him began to kindle flames in his painting.

A powerful, total commitment o relationship as reali-
ty in the sense that it was propounded earlier in this
century by Martin Buber dominates Michael Rubin’s
approach to making paintings. The relationship of
figure to ground is elemental to every picture, but
it is constantly changing. As in so much non-Western
art, lateral relationships of substance and void create
rhythmic sequences which move the viewer through
the painting. These relationships change with each
additional cluster of marks, each added layer of pig-
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ment, and in the end the picture is “in focus” - -
finished - - when the relationships are all absolutely
equivocal. Adding more pigment, more density, more
weight in one area will throw the picture out of focus,
and Rubin will have to start again working the added
elements up to this state of equivocality.

But then figure/ground is only one kind of relation-
ship in any given work. Dark/light, hot/cool, horizon-
tal/vertical, large/small, dynamic/inert, curvy/straight,
smooth/jagged. and sweet/sour relationships are
worked out in Rubin’s paintings as well. When they
are all resolved, the painting is finished. When this
happens relatively early in his dialogue with the paint-
ing it is usually easier to see the separate relation-
ships in action. Red Ice, a 1989 painting, and AvVi's
Choice., 1990, are relatively easy to read in this
regard. Later in a given painting’s life, when more
and finer-textured layers have been added in order
to reach a point of resolution and focus - - as in Field
lllusions, 1990, for example, these building-block rela-
tionships are harder to discern.

Again an analogy with Oriental art is appropriate,
especially in light of Rubin’s spiritual tendencies.
Chinese painters influenced by Taoism see everything
in the universe, even the brushes and the ink they
use, as having inherent essences not fully under their
control. By taking a semi-detached, meditative ap-
proach to both method and materials they enter info
the elemental spirit of the universe in which collec-
tive forces are revealed as purposely unified. By allow-
ing the basic qualities of their materials and means
to assert themselves - - to let ink flow and brush fly
- - the artist can achieve a state of total accord be-
tween personal will and external forces beyond con-
trol. Rubin lets the pigment do what it naturally does.
Dry pigment is dusted on the surface, some of it gold
or silver in the Japanese manner, and the metallic
pigments shift mysteriously from light to shadow as
they course over the terrain of his textured field. The
build up of surface topography itself causes shadows
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and unexpected optical effects as well. The more he
lets the painting paint itself, the more idiosyncrati-
cally his own it seems.

After the rigors of painting twenty-five Red Varia-
tions, which were culminated appropriately in 1990
by End of the Beginning, a very densely interwoven
labyrinthine two-part canvas, Rubin threw himself in-
to blues and greens like a thirsting man at a water
source. Blues dominate Red, White and the Blues to
the point where they almost seem hotter than the reds.
Breathing Blues does seem fully aerated, but the
"blues” put one in mind of Debussy and Mallarme
rather than Billie Holiday's singing. The atmosphere
seems too clarified for a night club. Green Mist is
another of those more transparent canvases in which
it is possible to see what came before what and
therefore to partially relive the process of the paint-
ing’s making in the process of viewing it. Tonal under-
paintings, covered with pourings of color setting up
a vertical orientation which is then counteracted by
sidewise and curving wriststrokes of the spatula, then
stick- or finger-made markings, and thrown, thread-
like skeins and spatters of color. The painting ultimately
feels cool and moist, as though it would be more
welcome in a desert than the tropics.

It is not surprising. given his youthful drawings and
his mental set, that some of Rubin’s paintings have
a decidedly Oriental appearance, a narrative left to
right kind of activity which reminds one of the unrolled
scrolls of China and the folding screens of Japan.
For the most part this feeling of a movement or direc-
tional flow, a swelling and diminishment in the den-
sities, a heightening of the hue intensity or its falling
off is almost subliminal, but sometimes it is explicit,
as happens in one very long, thin, narrow painting
which he keeps for himself, White out of Black, that
moves out of darkness into yellow-highlighted whites,
then is “interrupted” by a large dark mass of dense
pigment before going through a rainstorm of bluish-
grays that lead to a sunstruck final area of encroach-
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ing darkness. The painting follows the irregularly
peristaltic flow typical of Chinese scrolls. U235A,
Against the Dragon has a somewhat similar, though
much subtler, flow and central emphasis. Conftrast
of 1989 has a strangely Oriental feeling as well, largely
"~ because of its black and white look despite the in-
terspersals of purple, green and yellow. One thinks
of flocks of geese or bamboo against the snow even
though there is absolutely nothing anthropomorphic
in the painting. The Oriental artist was intent on cap-
turing the essences of the things of the world - - but
abstractly: “Painting is no equal to mountains and
water for the wonder of scenery; but mountains and
water are no equal to painting for the sheer marvels
of brush and ink,” said the great Tung Ch'i-ch’ang.

Michael Rubin isn’t intent on capturing the world
to imprison it in his paintings. No. He wants to let things
out. His feelings, the tangled web of ideas that fill
his mind, the surges and countersurges that wash over
his body, the steady beat of his energy, the drives

that peak and then ebb, find an outlet, find expres-
sion in his paintings. It's a moral matter to Rubin that
his paintings are pure paintings, free of representa-
tion, free of symbolism, free of message, free simply
to be paintings. His concern is with putting paint on
a surface, but not just any surface or any kind of paint
and not just any which way. All the decisions which
went into Rubin’s twenty odd years of making art and
which go into every moment of making it today were
and are made in the interest of expressing himself
in exactly the way that feels right to him because that's
the only way an artist can give anything to the world.
Franz Kline once said that "to be right is the most
terrific personal state that nobody is interested in.”
He was right, as usual. What people are interested
in are the results.

April Kingsley
New York, New York
1990




