Hugh Steers

magne the prandchildren of Corame

Wond's Areerscan Cnthyr couple: voung

adulis wha've migrated lar from the rec
tiude of their white Midwenern [arm
hasises, and refocared 1o chvscr-sized ronms
nn MNew York s Levaer Lase Sade. 1n this meo
lev nenghhorhoascl, the mvth of “The Greas
Melting Pot” remains a [act of dailv lile
Here, claustrophobic  apariments  feature
eclectic furmishings and theatrical lghuing in
an ensemble thar mvies & 1erm like Amen
can Barogue. Such rooms serve as the ot
vinges for Hugh Sicere’s |H:I|ma| dramas, and
il Wood's Awerican Gotbre rendered an em-
bodimert of the nanon’s superepn, Sieers

paints ns id
The 28.vear-nkl Seeers B concermed
with the wrbulent lbsdinal depths tha

seethe beneath a thin-shinned veneer of pro
pricty. Conseder Mask and Mirrar, which de-
picts @ voung man saimg belore a dressing
table. We ook down upon the scene, ahich
15 Nanked by a thick white curtain and dra-
matsc shadoas that hang hke dark drapes on
the tiny room's tihed velloa: walls. The st
lit vouth halds a mireor, but hie gaze s riv-
eied on a2 white mask grasped m his lefi
hand, the tablcau cvokes Hamlot musing
rver Yoricks skull, and the crimson carper
on the Noor looks distinctly like blood. The
yowang man' s orstime s austere hid nog ex
actly plan: whise blouse, dark skin, and
hlack high-hecled pumps

This androgynous image deals with the
isses of persona and identity, and Steers’s
through-the looking-glass space is 1ele-
scoped and expanded in ways thar characier-
e pefcepilinm when emalions are at lever
pitch. In Mask swd Mirror, as elsowhere
Steers's work, an edee of irony acis 1o tem-
per intensity of l[eeling. The panter opes for
a theatrical mise-en-scene because the thea-
ter snd psvchology (the drama of the mind)
share common truths; for instance, one actor
can play many roles in life

Steers’s works are based upon imagi-
nation and recollection. Under these circum-
stances, as Gauguin observed, memory can
filter out irrelevancies and disiill the emo
vional truth that remams. The notion tha
style reflects character refers both 1o the
characier of the artist and the character of
the artist’s time. Steers's style weds realsm
and expressionizm, which may be the most
elfective way 1o chronicke a nightmarish
reality.

A picture like Blue Towe!, Red Tank
wrenches apan space and normative anat-
omy in order 1o FEpresent @ condemporary
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dilemma. A parnally clad man in a red tank-
o kneels over & recumbent male nude
Their mouths are pressed topether in what
may be a kiss, or may be the act of anificial
respiration. A claw-footed bathiub looms in
the background, and s distorted tracery of
bathroom tiles ripples beneath the nude
body, whose limbs are splayed apart in a pes-
ture that reaches diagonally scross the
canvas.

The image, which is hall-shrouded in
shadow, resembles & Thematic Apperception
Test. On the basis of uncertain clues, we may
choose berween multiple intepretations for
the momemt that we behold. Do we witness
the “breath of lde,” or s kiss of deathr?
Though Sieers cites El Greco and Bonnard
s masters, his work conjures up an updated
version of the anxiety that marked the world
of Munch and Sirindberg—antists who
chronicled another time when death and de-
wire were interlinked

Several dozen small odls-on-paper look
quick but not hasty, Their dircct execution
suggests the urgency that sccompanies the
delivery of news in a moment of crisis, or the

need 1o ser down vivid dreams belore they
[ade from memory. Recall Delacroix’s advice
that a great draught=man should be able 10
witness 3 figure leaping from the third Moor
of a huilding and complete 3 drawing before
the body strikes the ground

Fiction is the lie that tells the truth, In
today's world, Steers’s symbalically charged
paintings—as immediate as headlines and as
smbiguous as dreams—come at the terrible
truth of AIDS obhquely. His work is simul
tanenusly personal and political because paol-
itics becomes personal when life is at siake
Steers's art 15 melodramatic in the best sense
ol the term. Forget the mawkish example of
soap opera, and think back to the 18th cen-
tury, when Jean-Jacques Rousseau coined
the term mélodrame 1o signify an ant form
that could express unspeakably iniense emo-
vons. At first, melodrama lierally mean
melody plus drama: pantomime enhanced by
music, The form was aptly described by Eric
Bentley in a phrase that could also serve to
sum up SMeers’s antistic vision; “the naiural
ism of the dream life.” [(Midtown, Mas
Befurre §) Gerard Haggerty



