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A RED THREAD

ISABEL SAMARAS

The sound of a car engine wakes me up and I sit bolt upright in bed to look outside. The bed is shoved against the window so I can see out without even getting up. The yellow streetlight shines fizzily down on a bright-orange Gremlin that has just pulled up onto the front lawn of our next-door neighbor’s house (the churchy people with two Dobermans). It is the ugliest car I have ever seen. The driver’s door pops open and out steps … Mark Hamill! Luke Skywalker! (I’ve seen Star Wars about seventy-three times.) Mark Hamill is standing on my neighbor’s front lawn! I press my nose and hands to the cold window glass—

And shock myself awake. I sit bolt upright and immediately look out the window. It’s still nighttime, but there’s no orange Gremlin on the neighbor’s lawn. My bedside clock radio is still softly playing because I have left it on to help me fall asleep. The DJ announces, “And now a new song from David Soul.” Hutch? The song begins, “Don’t give up on us, baby.” Holy crap! Hutch is singing to me! He doesn’t want me to give up my crush on Starsky. He wants me to keep watching the show!

The next morning, I carefully examine the neighbor’s grass for tire treads, not quite willing to believe it was just a dream. It seemed more real than reality. What is reality?
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ARE YOU GONNA BE AN ARTIST WHEN YOU GROW UP? AN ARTIST? YES, ABSOLUTELY. GROW UP? HMMM. STILL WAITING.
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I always wanted to draw, to make things; I loved to read, and TV was awesome. They weren’t just characters and stories—sometimes they were companions who seemed as real as anything else. Sci-fi showed me there were “alternate realities,” places and times where things could be different. Fate and history weren’t boring straight lines—they were flexible and alive. They could be changed. On TV, Catwoman and Batman never seemed to get together, but who says they never could? In the movies, Zira has to die so her supersmart chimp baby can live, but on some other Planet of the Apes, in a different reality, maybe they could snuggle happily ever after. So what’s real?

My mom used to make paper dolls for me, creating something magic out of markers and paper. That desire—to make something out of nothing—began like a spark that I’ve carried inside forever.

If you’re supposed to be an artist, you’re supposed to go to art school, so I did. It was only after I’d been at Parsons in NYC for a couple of years that I realized I’d never really considered anything but art school. What if I was actually supposed to be an archeologist or an oceanographer? But art school and NYC won, and I surprised myself by graduating with a BFA with honors, and falling in love with a Canadian named Marcos.

My passing obsession with sea life left me with sketchbooks full of fish drawings, which helped me snag my first job illustrating a Japanese seafood cookbook, which in turn funded a month in Italy. And when I got back I didn’t want to be an illustrator anymore; I only wanted to paint. A job at Franklin Furnace, an alternative art space in Tribeca, made that possible.

Back in those days I used to paint big, symbolist canvases that usually featured red-haired girls in some kind of peril. (She was under the sea being circled by sharks; she was bound up in a churchlike setting surrounded by robed figures; she was a zombie, splattered with blood. She looked just like me.) There was a lot of anxiety tied up in these images.

A trip to a Spanish Harlem junk shop one day changed everything. I found a stash of old tin lunch boxes, mostly adorned with simple plaid and paisley patterns or “Love Is …” naked cartoon children. I immediately sanded off the existing images on one of them and primed the entire box for painting. Now was my chance to create something I’d always wanted to see—a lunch box celebrating the forbidden love of Batman and Catwoman! It was the most fun painting I’d ever done.

The next week, I took the subway back up to Spanish Harlem and bought all the tin lunch boxes they had, packing them home in a big green garbage bag. I liked how the boxes were “things,” that they connected to my childhood, that they’d had a life before they became paintings. Then I got to work: the Lone Ranger frolicked with Tonto, Morticia schooled Gomez in the art of submission, the entire cast of Gilligan’s Island got busy. I wasn’t making them as “art”; I was making them for me.

Shortly after that, I heard that a curator named Pam Sommers was having an erotic art show at her East Village gallery. I thought, “What the heck?” and found a friend to shoot slides of my lunch boxes. I nervously showed the slides to Pam, who looked at them in silence. When she got up and left the room, I thought, “Okay, well, that’s that—it was worth a shot.” But she came back with a contract. “Bring ’em all,” she said. It was my first show and the beginning of my career as a painter.

I never expected or intended to leave New York City: I was born there, returned for college, and planned to leave only in a pine box. I was one of those New Yorkers who pitied people who didn’t live there. Trips to other cities were invariably confusing (“How odd! People actually seem happy to be here! Don’t they realize they’re not in New York?”), but it did seem that, if one got far enough away, the hypnotrance of New-York-is-the-center-of-the-universe-I-must-live-in-New-York could be broken.

It was on one of those little “get away from New York” head-clearing trips, when Marcos and I were shacked up in a small beach house on a little Greek island with a goat, a cat, and a bunch of fleas, that it suddenly occurred to us that there were other places in the world—we could do more than just vacation in them, we could even live in them! We decided to move to San Francisco, the most distant frontier we could think of and a place we naïvely thought might be a bit like our Greek island.

We drove cross-country in our beater ’64 Chevy Malibu, stopping at Graceland, the Devil’s Rope Museum, and whatever else caught our eye until we made it to the West Coast. Turns out you can’t really shack up with goats in a beach house here, but on the plus side: no fleas! What San Francisco definitely had was a fun, casual art scene with lots of little art spaces, some of which came and went pretty quickly. It felt so completely different from New York: everything was lively and friendly and open (though we learned to eat earlier, since they rolled up the sidewalks around ten o’clock at night).

I found I wanted to paint on something besides lunch boxes, which had too many surfaces and were starting to feel restrictive. When a friend suggested old TV trays, I felt like a cartoon lightbulb had lit up over my head. Of course! Readily available at the Salvation Army around the corner, they reminded me of dinners at my grandparents’, they were self-framing (thrifty!), and they had the smooth, smooth tin painting surface I’d become spoiled by.

About this time, I thought it would be fun to reference some old masters in my work. I was reading in Julian Barnes’s A History of the World in 101/2 Chapters about Géricault’s painting The Raft of the Medusa, which depicted the true story of shipwreck survivors in 1816. I immediately pictured it with the cast of Gilligan’s Island. Working from old masterpieces was like going back to art school—for the piece to really work, I had to start painting a lot better. I said good-bye to the black outlines I’d been putting around everything as an homage to comics and Pop Art; they’d become a crutch anyway, a way to avoid dealing with edges. But eventually even the TV trays themselves, which started out as such a perfect “medium is the message” vessel for my ideas, started to feel like a tin prison. Not all my ideas could be confined to 16 by 22 inches.
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ISABEL EXPERIMENTING WITH WITCHCRAFT AT AGE 4, AND DELVING INTO THE PUNK SCENE AT AGE 18



Another trip to Italy was filled with days spent wandering museums and feasting my eyes on the work of Botticelli, Caravaggio, Raphael, Correggio, and the whole gang. I loved how some of the artists stuck big red draperies in everywhere, even if the scene was outside. I love painting any kind of foldy fabric. And hands. And fur! Looking at the pictures made my fingers itch.

All of my work until then had been in acrylic, but I was using extenders and glaze mediums and whatnot trying to get it to act like oil. It wasn’t working. When I came home from Italy, Mark Ryden and Eric White were both preaching to me about the glories of oil paint. At a certain point it started to make sense to just use oil paint, and, once I did, I never looked back: oil paint is glorious, luminous, slick, and sexy—plus it smells really good in that “I know it’s bad for me” way, like taking a deep breath at the gas station.

I knew it was time to move away from the TV trays just as I’d known it was time to say farewell to the lunch boxes, and it was a scary time for me. What if they were the only thing people liked about my work? But I figured that if I wasn’t pushing myself to grow and change then I’d just be coasting. Besides, wooden panels allowed me to keep laying down paint on the smooth surfaces I was so attached to, and now I could create images in any size and shape I wanted! People could be teensy-tiny, with heads the size of grapes so you would have to get really close and form a one-on-one relationship with them—or they could be life-size, gazing down off the walls right into your eyes and demanding that you take part in their story.

But there were more changes in store. As I read stories to my young son, Nico, my mind started wandering away from the TV, going back further to my earlier childhood interests: fairy tales and monsters, the things we wish for and the things we fear. (Sometimes they are the same.) As often seems to happen in my work, the monsters themselves aren’t as scary as what’s happened to them. I’m more interested in their humanity. They are like subjects of epic tragedies, martyrs, and saints. Think about it: Frankenstein’s monster didn’t ask to be dug up and reanimated, nor did the monster’s bride. The Wolfman was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Bum luck. And the Creature from the Black Lagoon was just paddling around, minding his own business. Their lives end in sadness and death. They are forever alone. And so I find myself compelled to right these wrongs, to celebrate and call attention to their sadness by depicting them in saintly images, or to put a different spin on it altogether and give them what I imagine they want: love, happiness, sex, and sometimes even family.

I have the same response to fairy tales: I can’t help but wonder about Red Riding Hood and that Wolf. In my mind’s eye, he’s a handsome gentleman-wolf and their story takes a very different turn. These are the stories I’ve always wanted to tell, stories about strong women and love in all its weird and wonderful shapes—forbidden, unrequited, chaste or naughty, maternal. It’s a red thread that runs from the first Batman-Catwoman lunch box, all the way through the TV trays, and right into the current oil paintings. It’s what makes the world go round. It’s what makes me paint.
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SOMEHOW IT’S ALWAYS MIDNIGHT, NO MATTER WHEN I START. THE PAINTING IS A BATTLE-FIELD, A DREAMSCAPE, A VACATION, A JOB.
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Everyone else is sleeping—lucky sods!—and the house is stone quiet. Under my brush, a forest is coming together, the trees reaching out. I can usually paint until two or three in the morning, and then I get sloppy. If I push it past that point, everything looks like hell the next morning and I just have to paint it all over anyway.

Sometimes I’ll paint the eyes before I paint anything else, just so we can connect, so there’s a dialogue, so I know whom I’m talking to while I’m working. I sing, I hum, I talk to the painting. It’s too quiet otherwise. I need to hear more than the bug-wing sound of my paintbrush—that sound reminds me of what I’m doing, makes me focus too much on the brush. I need to engage, distract the self-critical part of my brain: “Look! Over there!” I turn on music; I listen to podcasts. Sometimes I flip on the tiny TV in my studio, like I did when I was a kid, just to hear voices, to listen to their stories. These are the slow hours, unrushed time. I don’t have to be anywhere, and the later it gets, the more it starts to seem like I’m slipping into a dream.
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AN EMERGING SPECIES

LUNCH BOXES AND TV TRAYS
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ASSORTED ADULT LUNCH BOXES
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 63/4 × 83/4 × 4 INCHES
1990-1991
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THE ASSUMPTION OF ELVIS
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 153/4 × 203/4 INCHES
1991
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CORONER’S REPORT
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 201/2 × 163/4 INCHES
1992
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THE FINAL FRONTIER
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 201/2 × 16 INCHES
1994
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BATGIRL
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 151/2 × 211/2 INCHES
1994
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THE RAFT OF THE MEDUSA
THEODORE GRICAULT, 1819
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When the French frigate Medusa wrecked in 1816, it was famous not only as a maritime disaster but because the survivors resorted to cannibalism. This story was well known to people in France when Gericault painted his version of the events, and I wanted to tell a shipwreck story that my generation would be just as familiar with. What if the crew of the Minnow hadn’t reached their little island paradise? How bad would things have gotten?
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THE RAFT OF THE MINNOW
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 163/4 × 201/2 INCHES
1994
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DEFILER OF DINOSAURS
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 161/2 × 201/2 INCHES
1995
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FOREVER
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 14 × 18 INCHES
1995
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FRANK & MIA
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 201/2 × 163/4 INCHES
1996
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DREAM OF JEANNIE
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 151/2 × 211/2 INCHES
1995
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CATS LOVE STRING
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 17 × 21 INCHES
1995
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DEJEUNER
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 153/4 × 213/4 INCHES
1996
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THE FALL (JAIME & STEVE)
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 163/4 × 201/2 INCHES
1996
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FALLEN ANGELS
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 163/4 × 201/2 INCHES
1996




POP ANTHROPOLOGIST

JUSTIN GIARLA

As a gallerist and fine art curator, I always consider it an honor to work with an artist, male or female, who grabs viewers’ eyeballs and draws them into their work with a beautiful rendering and a sophisticated color palette. Many of the artists I work with possess an ability to paint like the masters, with precise skill and connection to human emotion, only to shock their audience with scenes of sexual perversion, surreal details, and weird, wild juxtapositions—scenes that jolt our sense of propriety and challenge what folks think they can say out loud, or even believe.

Yet it’s not these juxtapositions of subject matter but the context in which I view them that draws my eye to Isabel Samaras’s paintings. Much of her work is shaped by her fascination with (and her reverence for) the icons of 1960s-era television and pop culture. Revealing the human side of TV sitcom characters, she depicts them in intimate, surprising situations never before shown in TV land. Batman and Robin aren’t supposed to kiss—or at least we’ve never seen them kiss until now. Have the winged one and his holy-moly sidekick been Friends of Dorothy this whole time? Is being in the Bat Cave really just a secret code for being gay? Does Isabel know something we don’t, or is she just posing questions: What if? Why not? What would happen if you did get the Addams Family together with the Munsters? Throw in some stiff drinks and a couple of love potions, and why wouldn’t they swing? The perfect foursome.

That gets my mind going. Did the castaways on Gilligan’s Island have wild orgies? I find it hard to believe they were just laboring away there on the island, building grass huts and coconut cups, waiting for someone to come rescue the long-lost Minnow. They were only human, right? Similarly, I believe it’s an essential part of human nature to warp things a bit. We can’t help but let our imaginations run wild with elaborate, perverse scenarios and fantasies of our favorite TV characters, imagining them acting up and out and with each other in ways we wish we could. (Who didn’t want to make out with Ginger?)

Yet Isabel’s subjects aren’t the perverse musings of some twisted mind. Instead, they are actually loving portraits of humanity, with all its failings and crazy drama. She views characters such as the Frankenstein monster, the Bride of Frankenstein, the Gilligan’s Island gang, Michael Jackson, and others as modern-day versions of characters from fairy tales and cautionary tales. She deftly casts them in a classic, stylized light that makes us see their human qualities and brings them out into the open. We see them not as two-dimensional TV characters but as normal human beings we can relate to.

But there’s even more going on in Isabel’s paintings. Classic portraits and formal depictions of historical events also appear throughout her body of work. The birth of Christ, for example, portrayed in the fifteenth-century painting Adoration of the Magi by Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, features three wise men who come to worship the newborn child. In Isabel’s version, Song of Birth, however, the three wise men are represented by Frankenstein, the Werewolf, and the Creature from the Black Lagoon. With her interpretation, she folds these three characters from classic horror films—modern cautionary tales—into a classical, religious scene, reminding us that these tales still have power in modern secular culture.

Of course, I always delight in getting reacquainted with these nostalgic TV characters, getting to know them a little better. See, for me, the 1960s and 1970s marked TV at its best. Shows such as Star Trek, Batman, and I Dream of Jeannie were all part of my everyday routine. My parents would park me in front of the TV and disappear for hours while my young personality was molded and shaped by the characters smiling out at me from the boob tube. Now, years later, when I look at Isabel’s paintings, fond memories of all my favorite characters and shows come flooding back to me.

I know I’m not the only one who reacts to her work this way. Standing in front of one of her paintings, anyone who grew up in that era can’t help but drift back in time. I have specific memories of my mother doing her nails while we watched TV, or Dad reading the paper while Mom was cooking dinner. I’m a kid again. For me, it’s not just the memory of my favorite shows that makes me happy but how wonderful life was at that time. I think of Isabel as a kind of anthropologist, studying the human condition through American pop culture via the silver (or the living room) screen. I am part of the TV generation, and Samaras is our station programmer. Just as companies use television to sell their products, Isabel uses TV characters to convey her messages within her works. I call her a genius.

Eventually, of course, I grew up and stopped watching TV, not because I didn’t enjoy it, but because for me it was a natural, personal evolution. Similarly, Isabel has herself evolved as an artist over the years, electing to portray more contemporary figures in her work and moving away from some of her earlier campiness. Stepping away from her comfort zone of TV personalities, she has often chosen to focus on celebrities: Michael Jackson as a martyred saint, George Clinton a nobleman. A more recent series was based on fairy tales and classic novels, a body of work inspired by Little Red Riding Hood and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. She favors classic and timeless stories that are still visually intoxicating and rich with cultural and psychological messages. These paintings demonstrate her abilities as a storyteller and visual historian, yet they do so in a way that even the master painters of the Renaissance could have respected.

Which brings me to the question of whether Isabel’s paintings belong in my gallery, which features Lowbrow and Pop Surrealist art. Lowbrow, of course, is the movement that is rooted in the car/cartoon/tattoo/pinup culture of the 1960s and encompasses the work of such artists as Robert Williams, Shag, The Pizz, Anthony Ausgang, Von Dutch, and Ed “Big Daddy” Roth. Pop Surrealism, Lowbrow’s younger cousin, includes the likes of Mark Ryden, Ron English, Marion Peck, Sas Christian, and Camille Rose Garcia. I think it’s important not to classify Isabel’s art as being of a specific genre but instead to think of her as simply a fine-art painter during a pivotal point in art history.

Art, culture, religion, politics, weather patterns: so many things are changing around us. As we become more and more obsessed with our instantly obsolete, fast-food culture, Isabel reminds us of our past and the importance of quality, truth, and substance. Her work hasn’t changed so much as evolved. She believes in things that last—fine art, discerning taste, idiosyncratic human nature. She demonstrates it with every brushstroke. She reconnects us to those unforgettable truths about how folks relate to one another—borne out by monsters, genies, castaways, and other characters from books and TV. And now and then she reminds us to stop and remember what it was like to be a kid. Again.
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EARLY CHILDHOOD DRAWING (AGE 4)
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SONG OF BIRTH: THE 3 MAGI, DETAIL EMBRACE, DETAIL
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MORTICIA (THE OFFERING)
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 16 × 22 INCHES
1997
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SECRETS OF THE BATCAVE
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 211/2 × 151/2 INCHES
1997
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THE LAGOON
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 16 × 22 INCHES
1998
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THE FRIENDS
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 153/4 × 211/2 INCHES
1997
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THE JUDGMENT OF BATMAN
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 153/4 × 213/4 INCHES
1996
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TINY BUBBLES
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 163/4 × 203/4 INCHES
1998
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THE DEPOSITION OF PEE WEE
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 16 × 22 INCHES
1998
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THE HONEYMOON
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 16 × 203/4 INCHES
1998
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BACCHUS BOY WONDER
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 22 × 161/2 INCHES
1999
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BOB & CAROL & TED & ALICE
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Paul Mazursky’s film about the curiosity of two couples who want to explore “swinging” seemed like a natural fit for the Addams and Munsters, denizens of TV shows about gothic/monsterish families that competed for the same 1960s TV viewership. Perhaps, I thought, they’d be a little curious about each other (though I imagine things wouldn’t go quite as planned).
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HERMAN & MORTICIA & GOMEZ & LILY
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 163/4 × 203/4 INCHES
1998
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SAMMY/WOLFMAN (TOP)
ACRYLIC ON WOOD, 26 × 26 INCHES
1998
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FRANK/FRANKENSTEIN (BOTTOM, LEFT)
ACRYLIC ON WOOD, 28 × 28 INCHES
1998
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DEAN/DRACULA (BOTTOM, RIGHT)
ACRYLIC ON WOOD, 28 × 28 INCHES
1996
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TATU
ACRYLIC ON WOOD, 28 × 28 INCHES
1998
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THE WISH
ACRYLIC & ENAMEL ON TIN, 22 × 16 INCHES
1999
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LOWBROW Q&A WITH ISABEL SAMARAS, SHAG, AND THE PIZZ

MODERATED BY COLIN BERRY

On a rainy January afternoon in Long Beach, California, in a kitchen hung with paintings by Robert Williams and XNO, three artists—Isabel Samaras, Shag, and The Pizz—sat around a table, eating sandwiches and talking about the current state of Lowbrow. They discussed their own work habits, the challenges of enforcing copyright, and the proper ways to paint fur (Isabel: careful layers; Pizz: a scrunched brush). As they chewed, Colin Berry asked them a few questions.

Where are we now? Is the Lowbrow scene vital? Interesting? Stagnating?

PIZZ: It depends on who you ask. If you’re twenty-two and just getting out of art school, it’s super vibrant; if you talk to other people—I won’t name names—

SHAG: Oh, please!

P: Okay, [curator and artist] Brad Benedict, who’s been around since before any of us and before any of the people whose artwork we were looking at, he sees this as an age of stifling mediocrity.

S: Is he talking about new and upcoming artists?

P: I think so. A friend of mine has labeled it the “cute and creepy era.” There’s a ton of that. And Billy Shire at La Luz de Jesus was talking about how the genre is starting to get formulaic.

S: There’s a lot of stuff out there that looks the same. I’ll walk into a gallery and see some work I think I recognize but that turns out to be by somebody I’ve never heard of.

ISABEL: Isn’t that weird? And not just a generic style, but someone’s exact, specific style. I don’t understand why the original artist isn’t upset, or why the galleries are willing to show the copycat artists.

S: People must buy it.

I: Yeah, ‘cause it’s a cheap way to get the other stuff. Maybe people will mistake it for that on their walls and go, “Oh, you’ve got a Blabbity-Blah.”

P: I think we’re imparting some kind of discernment on the part of the audience, which doesn’t necessarily exist. There’s always been copycat movies, copycat clothes, copycat bands.

So when do you appreciate the homage, and when do you call your lawyer to sue someone?

S: If it’s an homage, you have to let it go. But if they’re tracing your stuff, or stealing things from your paintings—especially if it’s a corporation—then you’ve got to go after them. Because when you as an artist are dead and gone, your body of work is going to live on, and it’s going to have a value for your family or whoever. It’s important to protect your copyrighted stuff.

I: I’m always getting ripped off overseas. It’s always the Devil Babe stuff, I guess because people think that since it’s in this book it’s free, fair game to play with. I’ve seen what they call “club Band-Aids” in Japan that people put on to go dance in clubs—Devil Babe mermaids that say “Funky Marmaid Love.” [laughter] I’ve seen ashtrays, and pencil cases, and T-shirts in Spanish: “El Diabla Mujer!” I’m like, “That’s my fucking logo!” But my lawyer says it’s almost impossible to keep track of.

Is there something flattering in all this?

I: It’d be a lot more flattering if they would say, “Hey, can we put your art on these Band-Aids? Here’s some money … “

How is your art changing now in ways you wouldn’t have anticipated fifteen years ago?

S: I don’t really have a conscious arc of how my art has changed or developed. You just follow the things you’re interested in: certain things you used to paint you don’t paint anymore, and other things you didn’t used to paint you paint more of. I remember four or five years ago, I started to wonder if the Shag thing was played out. I was thinking: Should I pull a David Bowie and reinvent myself? Or should I stick with [it, like] Johnny Cash—do the same thing forever, and do it really well? What made me decide to stick with Johnny Cash was looking at Robert Crumb. His style hasn’t changed in forty years. It’s what he loves to do, and I realized that’s what I love to do, and if I suddenly change my style—pull a Bowie on everyone—my heart wouldn’t be into it. I’d just be being different to be different.

P: I’m more of a genre: I’ve spawned all these mushrooms in a forest of genre painters that paint goateed, snaggle-toothed, Nazi-helmet hotrod fucks. I’ve got all these bastard children running around. This guy [indicates Shag], he’s a school. Anthony Ausgang said about Shag that the way to tell when a school of art crests and breaks is when it’s followed up by something different. Shag was the first guy out of the pack that had a super-cool, clean, ’50s-’60s graphic look. [to Isabel ] You’re classic. You have models!

S: Yeah, you’re the only real artist. [laughter]

I: The thing is I didn’t intend to go that way. The paintings I was doing in art school were totally different. After art school, I started making these lunch boxes as a gag, mimicking the kind of bad painting the original lunch boxes were done in. I didn’t have to push my skills that hard to sort of make it look like a real lunch box. What I was focusing on started shifting and changing, and my art had to rise to match what I was trying to do. But it was a complete accident. I didn’t study any of that stuff in art school. In fact I wasn’t interested in anatomy, classical art, perspective—any of that stuff. I hated that kind of art. I would blow though museums, miss entire wings of the kind of stuff I’m obsessed with now.

P: As Mel Brooks says, “We mock the things we are to be.” [laughter]

S: When I worked as a commercial illustrator, I had to work in all sorts of styles, so it wouldn’t be that hard to switch it up. On the one hand, I love doing it; on the other, it’s easier than what you do, where you have to worry about light and shade and proportion. I get a pass.

I: I envy everybody who doesn’t have to do that stuff.

P: [to Shag] Your stuff is deceptively simple. It looks like it’s easy, but actually trying to paint like that, to do a drawing and actually boil it down like that, it’s really difficult.

I: But is your process fairly immediate? I love the idea of being able to just sit at the easel and plunk something down. I have moments where I think, “Why wasn’t I an action painter?”

S: Well, it’s not as immediate as that. Most paintings I can finish in under a week, unless they’re really big ones.

I: Really? Does that include sketches and conceiving an idea—the whole shebang?

S: Yeah.

I: See, now I envy you!

S: I have a backlog of ideas. Sometimes I’ll just sit down for a couple of days and just sketch things. Come up with a little pile of papers and stick it in this drawer next to my painting table and when the ideas aren’t coming as fast, I can pull them out. I always want the painting to have some meaning to it, some narrative, to say something rather than just being something cool.
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WELCOME TO OUR GLORIOUS LIFESTYLE, DETAIL, BY SHAG ACRYLIC ON CANVAS, 34 × 96 INCHES, 2007
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COME THE WEEKEND, WE RULE AS GODS, DETAIL, BY THE PIZZ ACRYLIC ON POLYESTER CANVAS, 22 × 48 INCHES, 2001
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Are there things you know now that you wish you’d known ten or fifteen years ago?

P: This one guy told me a long time ago, it’s not how good you are, it’s how good you are at covering your mistakes. That’s something no one ever talks about. I know some people who sand their shit, or re-gesso it. Picasso could actually paint over a painting without gessoing; he’d just paint directly on it. You look at Renaissance paintings, they’ve got the eyes looking down, compound curves. How do they figure that stuff out? There’ll be that point where you’re going great, you’ve had this nice little stretch—

I: It sucks if it’s perfect!

P: You’re extended on your blood sugar, you look at the clock, it’s midnight, and think, “Yeah, I’m going great!” And then you get up in the morning, birds twittering, the sun coming into the studio, you have a cup of coffee, and you look at the painting, and it’s like [spits].

I: The spit take! That happens to me almost every morning! I think the stuff I do at night is so beautiful, and in the morning I’m like, “What the hell was I on?”

P: There must be some kind of beer goggles, some kind of serotonin thing, where you’re really in your space and your brain is engaged. That’s what keeps you going.

I: My problem is I forget to step back from the painting. There’s so much detail involved, especially with eyes—you’re painting little things in the iris, and the eyelashes, and that little whatever-it’s-called in the corner of your eye and you’re so into it, and then you’re like, “Wow, a good night’s work!” I don’t step back, or wheel it into a mirror and look at it in reverse—none of that stuff. I just leave. And then I come in the next day and think it’s terrible.

P: I did this big painting once, six feet tall, a big vampire girl. It was really bitchin’, and this girl came over, and she’s like, “I like the vampire girl—she’s got monster hands!” And I’m like, “What do you mean, ‘monster hands’?!” “Look how big her hands are!” [ groans, laughter] Sandpaper! Gesso!

Do you have fewer of those moments than you used to?

ALL: [abruptly, in unison] No!

What about work habits? How do you keep your concentration?

P: For me what works is the phone.

S: The phone?

P: Yeah, if I’m talking on the phone or if somebody’s in the studio, blabbing, while I draw—I get that monkey off my back.

I: It distracts your inner critic?

P: I’ve done a whole entire painting on the phone.

So it’s almost like when you disconnect from what you think you’re supposed to be doing—

P: It becomes more automatic. All of a sudden my subconscious is at play, and my hands are working, I don’t have any of that fuck-around part that makes me take too long to do a painting.

I: I use books on tape, or the director’s commentary on DVDs if I’ve seen the movie already. It occupies a different part of my brain, and that part can be engaged with the words, and taking in stories, or conversations with people.

S: I watch TV—well, I don’t really watch it …

I: Anything? All day long?

S: Usually the news, CNN.

I: Wow, I did that for a while and I got really depressed. [laughter] I was watching CNN, and then I’d switch to Fox just to see what the other side was talking about, and it really started to bring me down. I couldn’t hang with it.

S: I’ve been doing it for years.

I: Wow! And yet you’re one of the sunniest people I know! It must be funneling in and seeping out some secret shunt somewhere. They talk about how you can access the alpha-wave pattern in your brain by doing something repetitive like washing dishes or going for a walk. I think it’s about getting peacefully into an alpha state—taking part of your brain and putting on a puppet show for it. I get so distracted! Locking into something that has a long narrative locks my ass into the chair in front of the easel.

P: Let’s talk about distractions! Like, [knocks on table] “UPS!” “Okay!” And you walk through the house, “Oh, I forgot to pick up that dry cleaning—”

I: “Hey, I need to finish reading that really cool article in that magazine!” or “I’m hungry! Is it lunchtime yet?!”

Let’s talk about habits, then. I know Shag has a rigorous one.

I: Ooh! Let’s hear about it. I need to adopt some good habits.

S: I have to have a paintbrush in my hand twenty-two hours a week.

[stunned silence]

I: Do you start at a certain time? Do you clock in?

S: I don’t really clock in, but I usually start painting around 8:30 in the morning and paint for maybe three hours.

I: No way! What time do you get up?

S: 6:45.

I: That’s when I’m getting my best sleep!

S: And if I don’t get my twenty-two hours—like I only got eighteen—I have to stick four hours on the next week.

I: You have to because you have a personal goal or just because it feels wrong?

S: It’s a goal I set ten years ago. When I’m working on a painting, I have my little pencil sketch of what I’m working from and I write on that how many hours I paint—two hours, three hours.

I: I work in fits and spurts. I squeeze it in where I can and sometimes after everybody goes to bed I can finally go back in the studio and work until three in the morning. And sometimes I can’t get back in until noon. I never have a clear sense of how long everything takes.

P: I used to work more around the clock, but now there’s too much crap to do around here: palm trees blowing out into the street, and pets, and cars that need maintenance—everything around here is old and needs maintenance, including me.
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What’s your favorite part of the process?

P: Starting a painting is cool; finishing a painting is even cooler. The middle of it is just all crap. It’s like slogging through mud …

I: It’s a battle zone! It’s like going to war every day.

P: … bales of barbed wire, ack-ack-ack-ack, mud up to here …

I: I hate it!

P: “Come on, men!”

I: I say that all the time: the middle of the painting feels like a battlefield. The beginning is so full of hope, like, “This is going to be great!”

P: It’s like meeting a girl in a bar!

I: “It’s going to be the best painting in the world! Look at how it’s coming together! Oh, boy!” And in the middle I’m like, “Why did I even think I could paint this? This is so far outside what I’m capable of. This isn’t working. It’s a dumb idea. No one is going to think this is funny except me.” Toward the end you see the light at the end of the tunnel: “This is going to turn out okay!”

S: For me the creative thing is the sketch, the composition, what it’s going to be. Once I start the painting I know exactly what I’m painting. When I’m painting, I do a background color over the whole thing. Once I paint over that, I can’t take the paint back. So I always want to have battened down exactly what it is that I’m going to paint. Once I start painting it’s like working in a factory—a fun factory, I love doing it, but there’s not that much creative process.

Last question: Where is Lowbrow going to be remembered in art history?

I: When I first started painting this stuff, there weren’t many galleries that wanted to show it; it really was an underground art scene. Not even
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every city had a gallery—there might be one in L.A., one in Seattle, and maybe one in San Francisco that showed it for three months and then it was gone. It was very fly-by-night. Now it’s a totally different scene: Kids who saw Juxtapoz ten years ago are getting churned out of art school and spat directly into galleries. There’s so much competition!

P: Somebody, I think it was Todd Schorr, pointed out that with illustration falling off the map—everything is done with Photoshop now—people who are illustrators are now trying the gallery thing.

But is it a legitimate genre? Will it be in museums someday?

S: I don’t think this movement will be recognized by art historians for another twenty or thirty years. Right now it’s seen as a thing on the side, outside of the real art world, by art historians and critics and bluechip galleries. But everything gains importance with time. I think in hindsight, the contributions of this group of artists to both the art scene and popular culture will be accepted.

P: A lot of art movements had internecine wars, but most of the groups were tight-knit, with a tight-knit look, and they all had a statement. They had narrow boundaries: It’s … Pop Art! It’s … Abstract! Yet Lowbrow is this all-inclusive thing. It’s going to be everywhere. But in a museum? I don’t know.

I: It feels too unbounded. Partly it’s because of the culture: Cubism didn’t have its own magazine; the artists hung out together in one small area. Nowadays anything I paint can be seen by anyone on the planet, ten minutes after I post it on my Web site. There’s no locus for any of this stuff. For a while it felt like it was kind of a West Coast thing, that we owned it, but now there’s people doing it everywhere. Still, we are ground zero for whatever infection we’re spreading.
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IN HER ELEMENT

PAINTINGS
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KING OF FREAKS
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 12 INCHES
2002
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BIRTH OF GINGER
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 20 INCHES
2002
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VENUS (UHURA)
OIL ON WOOD, 20 × 16 INCHES
2002
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VENUS (MORTICIA)
OIL ON WOOD, 24 × 18 INCHES
2002
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JUDITH WITH THE HEAD OF HOLOFERNES
LUCAS CRANACH THE ELDER, 1530
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Judith was a beautiful Hebrew widow in the Old Testament who seduced the Assyrian general Holofernes so that she could lop off his head. It was a popular subject for paintings during the early Renaissance because it combined sex and violence to about the greatest degree that the morals of the era allowed. In earlier paintings I used to paint Jeannie in a very “cheesecake” way, because she was created as a beacon of exotic sexuality (much like Ingres’ harem women). But eventually I imagined that Jeannie would have gotten tired of saying “Yes, Master!”
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GOLDEN SILENCE
ACRYLIC ON WOOD, 36 × 24 INCHES
2002
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THE HUNTRESS
OIL ON WOOD, 20 × 24 INCHES
2002
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SAMANTHA AND THE DARRINS
OIL ON WOOD, 24 × 36 INCHES
2002
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SECRETS OF THE BATCAVE 2
OIL ON WOOD, 12 × 20 INCHES
2002
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LEDA AND THE SWAN
ANTONIO DA CORREGGIO, 1532
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In Greek mythology, Zeus would often take the form of animals so he could sneak off and seduce mortal women—in the case of Leda he became a sexy swan. This was a hot subject for paintings in the Italian Renaissance—taken on by daVinci, Michelangelo and many others—because it was acceptable to hang a painting of a naked woman with a swan but not a naked woman with a naked man. It seemed so very, very wrong to have Pterri making out with the chaste Miss Yvonne.
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PTERRI AND MISS YVONNE
OIL ON WOOD, 7 × 61/4 INCHES
2003
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BESAME MUCHO
OIL ON WOOD, 10 × 12 INCHES
2003
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HERMAN (NARCISSUS)
OIL ON WOOD, 12 × 16 INCHES
2003
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PURRRFECT
OIL ON WOOD, 12 × 16 INCHES
2003
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BEHOLD MY HEART
ACRYLIC ON WOOD, 16 × 12 INCHES
2003
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IN THE GARDEN
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 20 INCHES
2003
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HOME SWEET HOME
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 12 INCHES
2003
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NOBLE (BROTHER FESTER)
OIL ON WOOD, 10 × 8 INCHES
2003
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NOBLE (BROTHER HERMAN)
OIL ON WOOD, 10 × 8 INCHES
2003
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WEDNESDAY THE DESTROYER
OIL ON WOOD, 11 × 10 INCHES
2003
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ON TENDER HOOKS: ISABEL SAMARAS AND THE EMERGENCE OF NEW ART

COLIN BERR

One afternoon in August 1998, I ducked off sunny Second Street in San Francisco’s SoMa district and into 111 Minna Gallery, a hipster bar-cum-art space, to catch the opening of an exhibition called Pop Tarts. Curated by Sacha Eckes, Pop Tarts was an illustration and painting show featuring a handful of West Coast artists, all women, including Lisa Petrucci, Maya Hayuk, Isis Rodriguez, Stacy Lande, Sunny Buick, and others. The art ranged from sexy pinups to playful cartoons, serious paintings to embroidered panties, a mix of kick-ass visuals from a variety of female perspectives.

On the west wall, Isabel Samaras was showing one of her then-trademark pieces: a tin TV-dinner tray painted with the three main characters from I Dream of Jeannie—Jeannie, Major Nelson, and Major Healey—all posed in a pastoral composition that replicated Édouard Manet’s famous Luncheon on the Grass. Titled Déjeuner, Isabel’s piece made me laugh out loud when I saw it, a fresh, funny, and well-executed take on a classic Western painting. Now this, I remember thinking, is an artist whose sensibilities I can appreciate.

Pop Tarts was awesome, but I’d be lying if I claimed to have loved Isabel’s work in it better than anyone else’s. In truth I loved the whole show, with its smart and irreverent portfolio, its sharp edge, its spicy sense of creative momentum at a time when people in the Bay Area were most interested in watching their tech stock price rise or ordering their first bag of groceries from Webvan. Pop Tarts implied that something significant was happening inside the world of fine art, just as it was in the world of technology.

I had felt rumblings in the foundation for a while. As an art critic who favored the “vowel” art forms—alternative, emerging, erotic, outsider, underground—I had begun to notice lately how most of the odd art I loved was starting, gently, to nip at the well-heeled market for high-end works I saw in New York galleries and on the pages of Artforum and Art in America. A couple years earlier, a spunky local magazine called Juxtapoz had launched, filled with art previously relegated to tattoo parlors, car shows, and back alleys. I’d read Juxtapoz since its early days. Since then, I’d noticed that works by local graffiti and folk artists like Barry McGee and Margaret Kilgallen were turning up in the SFMOMA and other “highbrow” institutions, and that folks were swarming to La Luz de Jesus Gallery in Los Angeles for shows with Robert Williams, Mark Ryden, or The Pizz. A wealthy entrepreneur I knew around that time had taken down the Warhol that hung on his loft wall and replaced it with one of Shepard Fairey’s OBEY posters. Big changes were afoot.

With Pop Tarts in mind, I began familiarizing myself with the rest of Isabel’s work, and I found quite a lot of it: illustrations for the San Francisco Bay Guardian; a coloring book, Devil Babe’s Big Book of Fun!, and a follow-up set of postcards; a few ceramics and smaller drawings; and her popular (and occasionally pornographic) series of lunch boxes and TV trays. Isabel, I noticed, possessed a curious vision, each piece in her portfolio sounding a singular note in a set of harmonics. In an Isabel Samaras composition, something had happened; something was about to happen; someone was a little unhinged; or someone else was about to confess to something. There was tension in the paintings, everything happening in them driven by desire.

Unlike her peers, Isabel clearly embraced tenderness in her work: Batman and Robin, sharing a loving kiss; Gomez from The Addams Family romancing Morticia, à la Manet’s Olympia, with a bouquet of deadly nightshade; Michael Jackson and Bubbles the chimp—posed like Gabrielle d’Estrées and One of Her Sisters, the well-known painting from the Fontainebleau School—with Bubbles gently pinching the pop king’s pink nipple. While most of Isabel’s Lowbrow peers were painting flaming hot rods and bugeyed monsters and cartoon cats and half-naked girls lying on a steak, Isabel favored scenes of affection, mystery, and passion. Her works implied stories of love and loss, desire and agony, secrets and secret cravings. In a genre rife with skulls, flames, guns, demons, and monsters, Isabel preferred to paint paintings of humans (and plenty of monsters, admittedly) who wanted something.

In 1999, as her work was evolving thematically, Isabel did what many skilled Renaissance and Baroque painters had done: she took a trip to Italy. She’d been once before, but this time—like Vouet, Van Dyck, and Poussin before her—she went as an art tourist, strolling through the museums and churches, soaking up the rich colors of the Italian landscape and warm light of the Italian sun. At night she ate ribollita and drank Barolo. During the day, she studied the frescoes of Michelangelo and canvasses of Caravaggio. When she came home, she swore never to paint on tin again.

After her visit to Italy, her work became more sophisticated. Like other artists in her genre, Isabel had always made liberal use of humor, narrative, and pop culture references in her paintings, but after Italy the jokes and allusions began to draw from a deeper well. A seminal piece, 2004’s The Martyrdom of Pee Wee, based on Peter Paul Rubens’s 1618 portrait of the martyr St. Sebastian, featured Pee Wee’s Playhouse host Paul Reubens—who’d once been caught masturbating in a porn theater and was getting pilloried in the press for it-pierced with arrows and wailing in agony.
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GONE NATIVE (PRINCES S BROGLIE), DET AIL
THE MAR TYRDOM OF PEE WEE, DET AIL



Her subject, his predicament, his martyrdom, even the implied Rubens/Reubens wordplay—all linked Isabel’s painting in humorous, cultural, artistic, and linguistic ways to a masterpiece painted four centuries earlier. The Martyrdom of Pee Wee typifies the refinement in her later works, which reveal themselves in layers and subtleties that an image of a girl lying on a steak never could.

This sly link to art history has become a signature of Isabel’s paintings, and in making such connections she is not alone. Reinterpretation of well-known artworks has long been a tradition in fine art, from the earliest Renaissance artists’ individual versions of the Last Supper or Madonna and Child to the visual remixes by Terbrugghen, Snyders, and other Dutch and Flemish painters of Caravaggio or Aertsen paintings during the Baroque period. Art has long been a conversation, and Isabel regularly sits down to chat with fifteenth- and sixteenth-century art styles, nineteenth-century literary figures, and twentieth-century TV characters, grounding the dialog in a wry, postmodern context.

Another historical note: study Isabel’s body of work, and you’ll find references to Géricault, Manet, Jacques-Louis David, and others. Yet one artist shows his influence more strongly than anyone: Ingres. The go-to painter for elegant portraits of French nobility, Ingres, born in 1780, is known to art historians for his elaborate compositions, his skillfully painted figures, his lush, draping fabrics, and the rich stories his subjects seem to want to tell. In the work of this French neoclassicist, we see evidence of his teacher, Joseph Roques, and his teacher, Raphael; in Isabel’s work, we see Ingres’ DNA.

Her earliest homage was in 1999 with The Wish, another “Jeannie” portrait lovingly lifted from Ingres’ La Grande Odalisque, a classic painting found in any undergraduate humanities textbook. A more recent diptych, Gone Native, which inks up Ingres’ portrayals of Joseph Vialètes de Mortarieu and Princesse Albert de Broglie with Maori warrior tattoos, is perhaps the most blatant. Still, her generally lively expressiveness as a painter, her close attention to detail, her fascination with figure, her ability to capture her subjects’ palpable spirits, and even the elegant backgrounds she employs within the paintings reveal a debt to this nineteenth-century master.

Something else is happening, though—a trend that has coincided with Isabel’s honing her chops and her subsequent rise to prominence. For the past fifteen years, art-with-a-capital-A has been transforming from that which we could once comfortably identify, categorize, and appraise into an entity for which public opinion, monetary value, even functionality (“Does this go with my couch?”) doesn’t or won’t matter much anymore. The rules are off. We live in an age in which the world’s best-selling artists—Thomas Kinkade (“painter of light”) and Michael Godard (painter of creepy anthropomorphic martini glasses)—create works entirely devoid of originality or craft; in which popular artists whose paintings sell for tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars can design and market a vinyl toy that sells for $5, thus opening their work to an entirely new market of collectors; when major retailers such as Nike and Toyota eagerly co-opt alternative art’s street aesthetic and marketing strategies to promote limited-edition sneakers and custom-designed Scion xBs inside the pages of Juxtapoz. “Art” is becoming something else—something more—altogether.

Not long ago, I visited a major museum in a big North American city to take in an exhibition of works by a significant twentieth-century artist. The show was fine, but what struck me was the array of trinkets for sale in the gift shop—catalogs, calendars, address books, T-shirts, magnets, key chains, you name it—all adorned with the artist’s visual greatest hits. It made me wonder: Is this all that art means to anyone anymore? A Calder bottle opener? A Van Gogh coin purse? I don’t think so. As tacky as these gift-shop gewgaws can be, they illustrate how art is moving from the rarefied object, spotlit in a museum or gallery, into one of casual, everyday interaction, familiarity, even disposability (or, hopefully, recyclability). At the gift shop, an object emblazoned with an image is not the original, of course; yet the popularity of such objects—things that jolt our emotional attachment to the original image—demonstrates how the public’s relationship with art is evolving.

Lowbrow is a microcosm for this evolution, and here’s how it works: if you have the budget, you can plunk down for a big, masterfully painted oil-on-canvas like one of Isabel’s, a one-of-a-kind artwork you’ll appreciate every time you see it hanging in your living room. If you possess more modest means, you can purchase a smaller piece, or a limited-edition print of the bigger piece, or a monograph, or T-shirt, or, for $5, a cool little vinyl toy designed by the artist and sold at a crowded store like Kid Robot. You can buy this book, for example. You can get your hands on some piece of the collective movement, connect yourself to the artist and the scene in some large or small way. This sense of connection, this inclusiveness, has been the essence of Lowbrow since its inception, and the rest of the art world is finally starting to catch on. And up.

Those of us who love and collect Isabel’s work do so for all of the following reasons: because the paintings are rare, intimate, and singularly delightful; because her prints and postcards and puzzles are inexpensive and widely available; because her work reminds us of art’s long pedigree, across centuries and continents, woven through literature, history, travel, and politics; because it intrigues us with its narrative promise; because it resurrects beloved characters from our own books, TV shows, films, or mythologies; and because its subjects display a special vulnerability or reflect particular desires that we as mortal beings feel, or have felt, ourselves.

This last quality is key. The phrase on tenterhooks means “held in a state of painful anxiety,” an expression whose etymology traces from the process of making cloth—specifically wool, which was dried on long hooks, tenters, after being cleaned of oil and dirt. According to Worldwidewords.com, tenter comes via French from the Latin tendere (to stretch) and has been in our language since the fourteenth century. Somehow it makes for the perfect starting place when talking about Isabel’s art: a French-tinged English phrase, centuries old, evolved from the root tender, that refers to someone or something held tightly. And, though Isabel’s paintings don’t necessarily hold us in painful anxiety, they do hold us in gentle tension, balancing our familiarity with their subjects with our curiosity regarding where they’ve come from and how they’ll behave in some new social, sexual, or interpersonal context. And because they make the decision out of love, or passion, or desire, we feel compassion beneath the tension. Our hooks are tender. In the paintings, something has happened, something will happen, and whatever happens next is sure to be tempered by the tenderness of the human heart.
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FUNK THE RICH
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 16 INCHES
2003
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MAKE A WISH
OIL ON WOOD, 7 × 5 INCHES
2003
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DERWOOD’S DEMISE
OIL ON WOOD, 10 × 8 INCHES
2004
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THE KISS (LILY & MORTICIA)
OIL ON WOOD, 12 × 16 INCHES
2004
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VINA (THE LONGING)
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 12 INCHES
2004
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ROBIN RAIDS THE HORNET’S NEST
OIL ON WOOD, 12 × 16 INCHES
2004
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MARCIA TAMAHINE
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 12 INCHES
2004
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THE MARTYRDOM OF PEE WEE
OIL ON WOOD, 20 × 13 INCHES
2004




[image: image103]




[image: image104]

THE LILY
OIL ON WOOD, 24 × 18 INCHES
2004
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ARBITER ELEGANTE
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 12 INCHES
2004
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ADORE
OIL ON PAPER, 21/2 × 31/2 INCHES
2004
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SEW MUCH LOVE
OIL ON WOOD, 163/4 × 14 INCHES
2004
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SPERO MELIOR
OIL ON WOOD, 24 × 18 INCHES
2004
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I PUT A SPELL ON YOU
OIL ON WOOD, 16 × 20 INCHES
2005
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ILLUMINATUS (FIG. 33)
OIL ON WOOD, 9 × 12 INCHES
2005
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GONE NATIVE (PRINCESS BROGLIE)
(FOLLOWING PAGE, LEFT)
OIL ON WOOD, 20 × 16 INCHES
2005
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GONE NATIVE (J. V. MORTARIEU)
(FOLLOWING PAGE, RIGHT)
OIL ON WOOD, 20 × 16 INCHES
2005
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REDIVIVUS (LOVE IS BLIND)
OIL ON WOOD, 14 × 9 INCHES
2006
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REDIVIVUS (THE SECRET)
OIL ON WOOD, 9 × 12 INCHES
2006
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REDIVIVUS (BITTEN)
OIL ON WOOD, 12 × 9 INCHES
2006
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The Bride

LUCY BLUE

My darling sister,

I beg you, do not listen when others will tell you I am dead, or that my precious Charles is dead and I have succumbed to despair. Those who would tell you such a lie are only protecting themselves. In truth, I cannot blame them. But know by these lines that I live; I have found every happiness you wished me on my wedding day. My Charles is here beside me, and my heart is full of joy. Your ever loving

Elizabeth

The cellar stairs leading down into the makeshift hospital were slick with blood, and a charnel-house stench rose from the open doorway. Elizabeth slipped as she started down, the carpetbag full of notebooks shifting in her arms. “Miss! Miss!” a soldier called as she caught herself against the door frame. “You can’t go in there!”

“Stop me, and I’ll kill you where you stand,” she muttered, not looking back. The cellar was filled with cots, and she hurried along the row, looking down into each sweating, pain-twisted face. “Charles!” she called out. “Charles, darling, where are you?” Some of the men were obviously already dead, but she refused to panic. She had come at once, wearing the clothes on her back; surely she must be in time.

“Elizabeth!” A young doctor, Charles’s oldest, dearest friend, came hurrying toward her, wiping his own bloody hands on a towel. “In Christ’s name, why are you here?”

“Where is he, Alistair?” she demanded, her legs going weak with relief. “He sent for me—I came as quickly as I could.” The look on his face made her blood run cold. “Where is Charles?”

“Dear Elizabeth.” He tried to take the carpetbag from her arms, but she tightened her grip. “Charles should not have sent for you,” he said. “You should not have come.”

“He is my husband; of course I should have come,” she snapped. “For the last time, Alistair, where is he?”

His voice softened. “Darling, Charles is dead.” Her legs tried to give way beneath her, and he caught her by the arms. “Help me,” he called out to a young medic nearby. “We must get her out of here—”

“No.” She straightened up, wriggling free. “Take me to him. I don’t believe you.”

“Elizabeth, for pity’s—”

“He is not dead!”

“My love, I promise you, he is—”

“Take me to him!”

“Very well.” He took her gently by the elbow, and this time she allowed it. “Come.”

He led her to a shed outside, the young medic following them, carrying Alistair’s medical bag. Inside, the dead were stacked like firewood. The bodies of several foot soldiers had been thrown together along one wall, but two officers had been laid out carefully, head to foot on a low counter below a row of grimy windows. One of these was Charles. She let out a small, strangled sound, and the carpetbag fell from her arms.

“Elizabeth,” Alistair said, trying to take hold of her, but she pushed him away, moving forward.

“My darling.” She touched his face, his skin like polished stone. “My darling, I have come.” Fighting tears, she ran her hands over his body, pushing back the tatters of his clothes. His head, arms, and most of his torso were intact, but one leg was butchered meat and bone, and the flesh was swollen and torn over one hip, a sickening wound that smelled like blood and shit.

“He was in terrible pain,” Alistair said. “The intestines were torn, Elizabeth. His death was a mercy.”

“He is still warm.” She lifted a dead hand to her face, kissing the palm and curving the fingers to cup her cheek. “His flesh is still pliable.”

“He has not been gone for long.” She shivered, and he put a hand on her shoulder. “Let me take you away from here. Our army is in retreat—it isn’t safe.”

“Was his heart damaged at all?” She caressed the corpse’s face, tracing the curve of his jaw as she gazed down on his closed eyes, the dark brown lashes stark against his blue-white cheek. The eyes beneath those lids were deepest blue. “And his brain?”

He knew why she asked; she could hear the horror in his voice when he answered. “His heart no doubt sustained a certain strain as he lay dying, yes,” he said. “It would be impossible to say what damage might have occurred in his brain.”

“But all of the tissue is present,” she persisted, moving along the counter to examine the other dead officer. This one had lost the top half of his head, but the rest of his body seemed virtually untouched. She unbuttoned his trousers and pushed them down over his hips; the young medic gasped. “Their frames are of comparable size,” she said with barely a tremble. “Presumably the organs would be compatible as well.”

“Elizabeth, enough,” Alistair ordered. “Think what you are saying.”

“I’ve brought the notebooks.” She opened the carpetbag to reveal the tattered folios inside. She pulled one out and offered it to him.

Alistair shook his head. “You’re distraught,” he insisted. “Blind with grief—”

“Your experiments in London were successful.”

“Successful?” he demanded. “The subjects went mad the moment they awakened.”

“They were dogs,” she pointed out. “They had no true consciousness, no soul.”

“His soul is gone!”

“No,” she said, shaking her head, the tears she had been fighting finally spilling down her cheeks. She turned her face up to Alistair. “His soul is waiting for me. He will return. He could not leave me.” Alistair looked terrified. “He sent for me, Alistair. He told me to come.”

“To say good-bye.” He took her gently by the wrist and lifted her back to her feet. “Elizabeth, your heart is broken now, but it will mend. You will love again.”

“No,” she said. The young medic was still watching them in fascinated horror. “If you love me, you must help me now.” She took Alistair’s bag from him and took out the brown bottle of laudanum she knew she would find inside.

“No,” Alistair said, shaking his head. “You cannot ask me to do this. I will not.”

“You will.” She poured a dram and held it out to him. “I will help you.” He hesitated for barely a moment before taking it and drinking it off quickly. She smiled. “We will bring him back.”

* * *

The troops who could still walk or ride had moved out. There was no one to see the doctor and his medic carry Charles and the other officer’s corpse into the roofless dining room of the ruined house, no one to ask questions as they assembled the equipment so carefully indexed in Charles’s notebook—no one but Elizabeth to know how much of the opiate Alistair required before he was ready to begin.

With Elizabeth and the medic standing by to assist him, Alistair removed Charles’s ruined leg at the hip, dismantling the joint with a watchmaker’s careful precision. “The skeleton can be saved here,” he said calmly, as if he were back in London addressing his students at the Royal Academy. “But the flesh and organs must be replaced.”

“Sweet Jesus,” the medic groaned, wincing.

Hours later, the anatomical assembly was complete. The medic lit lamps against the dark, and Alistair mixed more laudanum into a glass of brandy. “You’ve done beautifully,” Elizabeth said, standing by the body that now lay on the table intact, her precious Charles with the leg and cock of a stranger.

“I have done abomination,” Alistair slurred.

“Nonsense.” She caressed Charles’s cheek. “How do we charge the cells?”

Alistair smiled, the grotesque grimace of a grinning skull. “Not yet, my love,” he said, raising his glass to her. “First we must bind him down.”

The electrical apparatus was a clumsy, inelegant thing, a cage of greasy metal fittings and crystal tubes enclosing Charles on every side and wrapping him in a shroud of copper wires. Back in London, she had wept to see such a thing constructed over the corpse of a dead dog, had bitten her own fist to the bone to keep from screaming when Charles and Alistair had switched the apparatus on. “Have we built it properly?” she said, studying the schematic in the notebook.

“What does it matter?” Alistair said bitterly. “How can we hurt him now?”

“Just what is it we mean to do, Doctor?” the medic asked. “What is this contraption?”

“Oh, come now, Sergeant, surely you’ve guessed,” Alistair said, draining his glass. “We mean to make new life.” He took Elizabeth’s hand and kissed it. “Are we not gods, after all?” He drew her closer, close enough for her to smell the brandy on his breath. “When we engage those cells, the current will surround him completely and penetrate his flesh. Every nerve will be charged with electricity at once, a fire in his blood, inside the marrow of his bones. A pain to raise the dead. Remember how they howled, Elizabeth? Is this what you want?”

“Yes.” Her voice was steady. “I will not let him go.”

“Selfish, stupid child.” His grip was painful on her wrist, and he bent closer as if he meant to kiss her mouth. She closed her eyes and turned her face away. “The sin be on your head.” He let her go. “Not mine.”

She opened her eyes to find that he had turned away, and she whispered, “Of course.”

“Engage the cells,” he ordered the medic. The young man obeyed, his face as white as death. A whine rose from the apparatus, and the vapor in the crystal tubes began to glow. “Stand back!” Alistair shouted over the din as the metal cage began to shake and dance.

Elizabeth barely heard him. The spider’s web of copper had begun to spark and crackle, and the body snared inside of it had begun to twitch. Veins along the inside of Charles’s arms had deepened in color and begun to pulse with life. “It’s happening.” His fists clenched, a voluntary movement, graceful and controlled. “It’s all right, darling,” she promised. “I’m here.” His eyes popped open, and his gaze met hers. “You’re alive.” She was laughing and crying at once, horrified by the pain she could see in his eyes but thrilled even so. “You will be all right,” she said.

“Don’t touch him!” Alistair caught hold of her arm. “The current would kill you.”

The body had begun to jerk on the table like a puppet shaken by its strings, but the apparatus was losing power, its whine losing pitch, its glow starting to fade. “No!” Elizabeth cried. “Alistair, fix it—don’t let it stop!”

“The cells will only hold so much charge,” he shouted. “A man is not a dog—”

As if to dispute him, Charles threw back his head and howled, the muscles in his neck contorted with the strain. His head thrashed back and forth against the table; his lips were drawn back over his teeth. The medic screamed as the creature lunged against the restraints, one powerful arm coming free.

“Turn it off!” Elizabeth cried, rushing forward.

“Elizabeth!” Alistair shouted, as the creature groped for her, breaking through the cage of glass and metal. The surgeon dove for the controls, ripping at the wires, his hands burning as he tore the still-glowing copper.

“My lady, stay back!” the medic shouted. He made a grab for her, but just then Charles broke free. Howling and snarling like a wolf at bay, he flung away the cage that surrounded him in a shower of sparks and breaking glass, catching hold of the medic and shaking him like a rag doll.

“Charles, no!” she screamed as he wrapped a hand around the young man’s throat and squeezed, snapping his neck like a reed.

“Elizabeth, get back!” Alistair ordered, drawing his pistol.

“No!” She moved to catch him, but the creature was faster. Tearing away a pipe from the very apparatus that had revived him, he turned on the man who had been his dearest friend and smashed it over his head. Alistair staggered, the pistol falling from his grasp. “Charles!” Elizabeth cried, but she felt as if her legs had turned to water. The creature swung the pipe and hit Alistair again, a sideswipe to his skull that sent him crashing to the floor.

“Charles.” Her voice was now gentle, and he turned to her, panting, his face still drawn with pain. His hair was wet with sweat and falling in his eyes, and his head was lowered, his shoulders hunched—a beast ready to spring. “You’re safe.” Trembling, she made herself move closer. “The worst is over, darling.” He still held the broken pipe, now spattered with Alistair’s blood. “You have come back to me.” He looked confused, a child lost in the dark, and she smiled, tears coursing down her cheeks again. “It will be all right.” Moving slowly, she reached for the twisted web of copper still wrapped around his waist. “No one will hurt you anymore.”

He drew in a sharp breath as she touched him, his hand tightening around the pipe, but he didn’t move to fight her. “I love you so much.” She laid her palms against his chest, and he flinched, a tremor racing through him.

“I love you.” She pressed her open mouth to his skin, still cool but pliable, alive. She could feel his heart beating, stronger and stronger, feel his flesh warming under her hands, and she moved closer, curling against him. He was alive.

He dropped the pipe and lifted her into his arms with a sound that was almost like words. He kissed her, his mouth rough and clumsy on hers, his tongue pushing inside, and she tasted him, meat and metal, not revolting but different, not the taste she knew. He carried her across the room and shoved her back against the wall. “Elizabeth.” His voice was thick and slurred, barely intelligible, barely human, but Charles’s voice all the same.

“Yes.” She caressed his cheek, framing his face in her hands. “Your own Elizabeth.” She kissed him again, drawing his lower lip between her teeth. He lowered his face to her shoulder, sniffing her flesh like a dog as he tore at her clothes. Hunched over her, he wrapped his arms around her, his mouth moving over her skin. “Yes,” she repeated, faint with sudden, fiery want. His touch was as rough as his kisses, and he groaned low in his throat. She trailed her fingertips along his side, across his stomach, and finally down over his hip, trembling with fear and fascination as she traced the seam where he had been remade. He grabbed her wrist so tightly she cried out, but she didn’t try to pull away. He looked down at her, awareness dawning in his deep blue eyes. He kissed her mouth again, more tenderly, more sure, and she drew him inside her.

His bare skin felt hot against hers, as hot as ever in his life, and, though his flesh was strange, his rhythm was familiar, a long, slow build that carried her passion with his. When it was done, she lay her head down on his shoulder, clinging tight, and he cradled her close. A sob escaped her as she pressed her face to his throat, her arms wrapped tightly around him. Still holding her against him, he sank to the floor, and she curled close in his lap.

“Elizabeth.” His voice was still strange but more tender. He cradled her jaw in his palm, turning her face up to his. He smiled down on her, haunted but alive. “Thank you.”

“My sweet darling,” she said, laughing with relief. She pressed her face to his chest and felt his arms enfold her.

“Elizabeth.” The different voice made her look up; Alistair was coming toward them, his head and collar soaked with blood, his pistol aimed before him. “Get out of the way.”

“Alistair, no,” she said. She was struggling to her feet; he was coming closer, stepping over the dead medic. “Please! Stop!” Charles stood up and moved her gently aside. “Wait, both of you.”

“It is a monster, Elizabeth.” Alistair’s eyes were bright and feverish. “It must be destroyed.” The pistol shook in his hand, and Charles snarled at him, taking a step forward.

“No!” she screamed, throwing herself between them as the doctor fired. The pistol shot ripped through her, a bolt of lightning through her chest, and she fell forward, clutching at Charles. An icy cold was spreading inside of her, hot blood pouring from her breast.

“Dear God,” she heard Alistair say from behind her, a dull thud sounding as the pistol hit the floor. “Forgive me.”

* * *

When she opened her eyes, fire was consuming her; she was in Hell. She found she was bound, and she screamed, desperate to be free. Searing pain raced down her limbs, making them jerk without her will, and she whipped her head from side to side, gnashing her teeth in fury. How dare they? she screamed inside her head, but the words would not come; she could not form them inside her mouth. As quickly as the thought was born, it died, lost inside a wild, animal rage.

Then a man was bending over her—a demon, a beautiful demon, a male form she seemed to know. “Peace, my love,” he was saying, but the words barely had meaning. Just beyond the range of her vision, she could hear another creature—sobbing? Begging for—something? What did this mean, Forgive me? The fire was fading, the pain becoming less, but her confusion grew. The man bending over her was unfastening her bonds, and she began to cry. “Come back to me.” He lifted her up in his arms, kissing her eyelids and her cheeks, and suddenly she knew him.

“Charles.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper.

“Yes,” he said, smiling. She looked down at her own chest and saw the long, jagged line of black stitches. He touched her chin and turned her face to his. “And you are Elizabeth.”
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