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screen amalgamates the disparate spatial and planar effects of the painting’s surface. The
importance of the formal role that the face plays in this dynamic accommodation of one
pictorial space to another far outstrips its (presumed) status as an index of the artist’'s emotive

expressiveness or his childlike revelry in sheer materiality.*

Turn now to the visage in Evening Delight, which seems to parody the typical routine of viewing
gestural abstraction: looking for faces and finding them. Here, Reafsnyder offers us an easy
target. The smiling personage happily acknowledges that into any amorphous visual phenomenon
viewers will automatically project shapes they see as resembling real things. The entity in
Evening Delight channels the response: here is the face, not there. Reafsnyder explains, “It
interrupts what you think you are going to get, or proposes what you think you are going to get,
but it also allows you to do what you might be inclined to do anyway—namely, find things in
abstract paintings.” By conspicuously but playfully managing our projections, the face releases
us from the game of finding faces everywhere. But it also marks a passage from the frivolous to

the serious. Far from being
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a gratuitous gesture, the inclusion of the smiling entity is meant to thwart the passive
enjoyment of these canvases as mere abstract compositions. We are confronted instead by
works that must be faced in a posture of active interpretation. This means, going forward,
paying careful attention to the specificity of Reafsnyder’s achievement in particular works of
art. Of special importance is an account of his practice in relation to four categories (including
the present one) that | suggest are fundamental for understanding his work in general:

surfacing, spacing, siting, and timing.

2: Spacing

What quality of space might an abstract painting project, and what content might that space
hold? Reafsnyder’s formal and philosophical inquiry into these questions is ongoing. In general,
his mode of abstraction produces a pictorial flatness that not only exists in pointed contrast
to conventional spatial illusionism, but visually compresses the shallow bas-relief of his
thickly painted surfaces into a virtual, but still optically dense, imagistic plane. Especially in
slick passages of striated quasi-geometries, the paint seems to press against the linen surface

from behind and ultimately seep or even surge through it.

In Salsa King (2018), a central vertical imprecisely bisects a colorful streaked array. Such edges
or “lines” result from Reafsnyder’s application technique: using a sizable palette knife or the
edge of a long piece of plastic (e.g., Plexiglas) he is able to smoothly drag wide swaths of acrylic
over large areas of canvas. Here, the pull has preserved the impression of a nearly continuous
gesture. The axis marks a resting point where the painter paused before resuming his
action, perhaps to adjust the angle of the Plexiglas plank or to better control the pressure
applied to it. (The crevice is in fact a physical depression, and it digs into paint layers.) Where
the indented line now appears to intersect the horizontal sweep of banded colors, it creates
the sensation of a fold or channel out of which those hues flow, as if streaming toward us

from the other side of the plane. The
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Salsa King (2018)




Salsa King, 2018

liquid effect is bolstered by blobs and droplets pooling elsewhere on the canvas. Viewers
sense an onrushing of color that swells toward them, yet that—as the vibrant bands collide
with the apparent picture plane—stretches and spreads laterally toward zones of peripheral
vision. The twofold visual effect is of a radiant display that is both impacted and dispersed. To
adopt a term from the teaching of Hans Hofmann (one that was taken up by the critic Clement
Greenberg), Reafsnyder’s “re-created” flatness suspends color within a taut but still flexible
screen and establishes a high-definition picture space that is at once puzzlingly planar and

dimensional.®

That description is meant to capture the complex optical effects of these paintings and to
connote a kind of unspecified spatial extension that is neither depth nor volume in the usual
sense. It would be misguided to describe Reafsnyder’s picture space as lacking pictorial
dimension according to this amplified definition, especially in light of the artist’s
precise control of color relationships that can alternately tighten and loosen areas of the
fluctuating
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