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 “Floating”, 2007, acrylic on linen, 35 x 44 in

Garish, silly, whimsical and satirical, aptly describe Michael Reafsnyder’s paintings, and these are terms that no self-respecting mid-twentieth century abstract expressionist painter would accept. But Reafsnyder’s paintings exist for the pure joy of being abstract except that it isn’t a familiar type of abstraction; they are a very twenty-first century twist on modern American art. 

Part of Reafsnyder’s appeal is that he is subtly making us rethink abstract art, evidenced by the initial disorientation felt upon entering his recent exhibition. Although Reafsnyder’s technique is familiar-broad areas of thick paint cover each canvas with the painter’s strokes, gestures, slashes, and drips-his colors and subject matter unsettle. Roughly 3-by-4 feet, the palette is too bright and unreal. The pink isn’t a soft hue seen at sunset or the pale color  of skin, but it is a vivid cotton candy color. Turquoise doesn’t resemble that natural stone as much as a piece of plastic, and the blue could only have come out of an acrylic paint tube. These hyper realistic hues are best suited to a Web page. 

More unsettling still is the artist’s play on subject matter. Amid the expressive strokes and broad painterly gestures, Reafsnyder usually inserts a cartoon face. Simply drawn googly eyes and a smile upsets the seriousness, angst and pathos normally associated with the expressionist canvases. 

For Reafsnyder, painting should be about the material and not the artist’s hidden feelings. In his statement he wrote, “Painting’s capacity for frivolity, lusciousness and seriousness is outrageous. Unfortunately, it is that capacity that has been mismanaged and misguided into convoluted theories of interiority, expressionism, truth, and authenticity.” In other words, Reafsnyder is merely exploring the paint material and canvas surface in the same manner as the previous generations of artists. They were/are both trying to combine sophisticated issues of “pure” painting with childlike spontaneity. 

Reafsnyder, however, was born in 1969 when pop was waning, video art was emerging and minimalism was trying to dominate the American art scene. By the time he became an artist, the pure intentions of abstract painting belonged to the distant memory of his grandfather’s generation. The expressive nature of abstract art could easily be copied and the quality of the paint itself allowed for thicker paint textures and more luminous canvases. Thus, Reafsnyder can literally play with the paint, but with the eyes and attitude of a generation comfortable with the color television, Technicolor movies, and animated films. Reafsnyder simply takes the tubes of acrylic paint and has fun-there are no deep thoughts hidden in his canvases. 

Although smaller pieces such as Sunny Fresh (a fusion of fuchsia, electric green, carrot orange, turquoise, red, and white) and Top Shelf (another amalgamation of distinct colors) hold their own space and allow us to appreciate the artist’s gestures, I prefer Reafsnyder’s larger canvases. Glazing, with its grand scale, muddied background (a pejorative term for the artist) and mixed colors, gives the illusion of depth. There is more play here and I can look beyond the surface; but this is beside the point. Reafsnyder asserts that acrylic colors exist on their own, gesture never goes beyond mimicry, and the canvas itself is meant to jar our senses. We are left both inspired by his technique and humbled by his truth. 
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