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Russell Tyler works in a range of modes, shuttling between fixed and loose compositional armatures for his signature 
accumulations of dense impasto. Equally compelled, as so many artists today are, by both of those seeming aesthetic 
opposites, pre-determined geometric patterns and intuitive gestural mark-making, Tyler focuses on the possibilities of 
painterly actions located in the range of movement of the wrist. These give rise to quick, but relatively small strokes, 
rather than to either the more bombastic motions that extend from rotations of the elbow or the shoulder, or the 
diminutive taps and swipes of the finger (either to smear paint, or to open an app on a smartphone). The basic atom of all 
of his paintings is thus a relatively small, but not diminutive brushstroke. Dense with pigment, but tight in terms of scope, 
these accrete in the stepped bands and nestled squares of his geometric paintings, or they pulse and extend, traversing 
the canvas to take the form of the floral analogues in his most recent series.

As such the title of this exhibition, “Strange Variants,” reflects a sense of a tropical greenhouse breeding rare, exotic 
species, or of an outlandish virus infiltrating a vulnerable ecosystem. One could say that, among other things, this 
suggests the tension Tyler establishes in his paintings between the very physical and immediate presence of his painted 
marks, which project, sitting resolutely atop the primed cotton duck, and the preoccupation—across the full range of his 
catalogue of expression—with picturing. Underscored by an unrelentingly vibrant color palette, the work always has a 
graphic quality, whether it is the familiarity of his geometric motifs, the ecstatic figuration of earlier work, or the floral 
imagery that has seeped into the most recent paintings after about five years of exclusively abstract production.

It is perhaps for this reason that Tyler has, though probably unwittingly, been rendering his pictorial space ever shallower, 
always in spite of the density of his paint application, reducing layering in favor of allowing passages of paint to interact 
both with the colors that lie next to them, and also as they interpenetrate due to the artist’s favored way of working his 
paint wet into wet, which means that the work never so much mixes color, as much as they collide in the space of the 
canvas. Tyler has thus been increasingly trading illusionary evocations of pictorial depth for the material presence of 
paint, with its ineluctable flatness. In this way Tyler essentially enacts the kind of shifts that an idol of his, Philip Guston, 
did in the late 1960s, except in reverse. Moving not from abstraction to figuration, as Guston did, rather Tyler found 
that the compositional armature, as well as the facture and technique that he had developed in his figurative paintings 
could sustain a set of formal relations that did not require recognizable imagery to function, and so he drained these 
out in favor of foregrounding abstract formal relations. This is most evident in Tyler’s geometric paintings, where color 
interactions, a la Josef Albers, are clearly on display. 

A Flick of the Wrist

By Alex Bacon

One must also speak to the digital context, which Tyler acknowledges, but does not overly emphasize in his work. He 
resists the easy seduction of imagery that overtly references the digital, but acknowledges how painting today cannot 
but reference the shallow three-dimensionality that the stretched canvas shares with screens. This is most evident in 
the borders that Tyler always uses to frame and delimit the painted field. These serve to crop the contents of that field, 
giving us the sense that it could continue on indefinitely. Further, if we compare larger and smaller works we often feel 
as if we are encountering a more and a less zoomed in perspective of the same space. This suggests that a digital logic 
of cropping is at work. Such as, for example, how touchscreen devices give us control over the scalability of an image, 
which, with today’s technology, does not change much in resolution as we zoom in and out, simply changing the sense of 
the imaged scene’s proximity to us, and framing different parts of it. This can be opposed to an older phenomenological 
model attributed to so-called “actual” space, whereby the viewer had to literally or imaginatively penetrate a space, 
either with their eyes (i.e. the traditional province of painting as a primarily visual medium), or by also bringing to bear 
the body, by moving into it. 

We can see Tyler’s intuitive fusion of a digital space, which is to say one predicated on the logics of scalability, with a 
painterly execution. The result is what pushed Tyler out of working in clearly delimited layers of lines and daubs of paint, 
to more shallow, definite spaces and forms. This has now reached a new level in Tyler’s recent floral paintings, where the 
foliage—though schematic in the way that Matisse’s deployment of similar subject matter in his late cut outs was—define 
a somewhat concrete, limited space around them, much as things do when we pull them in close, focusing our attention 
on the thing and what is right next to it to the exclusion of all else, forging an intimate bond in the process, an intimacy 
that is present in Tyler’s recent paintings in how we relate to them as viewers. 

All this despite the fact that these works share the electric palette typical of all of Tyler’s paintings, and have an abstract, 
craggy character reminiscent of Clyfford Still. In these recent works we find that the impastoed mark—the atom, as we 
have seen—of all of Tyler’s paintings, has been channeled, the energy it conveys being contained within the floral device, 
which sits atop a flat field and around which swirl linear eddies of compressed pigment. The experience of beholding 
these is both as quick, and potentially impactful, as the gestures that result from the flick of a wrist.
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