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Peter Wayne Lewis “Strings” at Rosenberg + Kaufman

Veerle Poupeye

ShouldIstartthisreviewbymentioningthatPeterWayneLewisisaJamaican,whocametothe

USAmanyyearsagoafterlivinginPanama?Doingsomayimposeaparticularsetofreadings

onhiswork,shapedbycommon–andusuallyverynarrow–assumptionsaboutthesortofwork

Caribbean(orAfricanDiaspora)artistsshouldproduce.Asanarthistorianspecializedinthe

Caribbean,Iknowtheseassumptionsalltoowell:artistsofCaribbeanoriginareexpectedtobe

concernedwithculturallyspecificsubjectmatterandtheirworkmustberootedinpostcolonial

racialandculturalpolitics.Theonlyquestionthatmattershere,however,iswhethersuch

assumptionsprovideausefullenstounderstandPeterWayneLewis’snewStrings paintingsand,

clearly,that’snotthecase.Theexhibitionpressreleasestatesthatthepaintingsrepresentanew

stepinPeter’songoingexplorationofpictorialspaceandmakesjustifiablereferencetohis

‘compositionalmasteryandsuperbdrawingskills.’DoesthisformalistemphasismeanthatPeter

isa‘NewYorkartist,’whateverthatmaymeantoday,whojusthappenstobefromJamaica?

Notquite,either.TheStrings paintingsaredeeplysubjectiveworks,whicharethereforeinsome

waylinked to hisJamaicannessand personalhistory,buttrying to explainthepaintings

exclusivelyinsuchtermswouldbereductive.

Surely,itmustmatterthatPeterWayneLewisgrewupinJamaica,aspartofamiddle

classwhichwasespeciallyintheyearsaround Jamaicanindependencein1962strongly

committedtoautopianmulticulturalismwithuniversalistaspirations–amarkedcontrastwiththe

racial,culturalandpoliticalradicalism forwhichJamaicaisbetterknown.Itmattersthathis

fatherwasajazzmusician–jazzisstillaconstantpresenceinPeter’slife–andthatheiskeenly

interestedinEastAsianinkpaintingtraditionsandthelegacyofabstractexpressionism.The

String paintingshaveastronggestural,calligraphicqualityandwere,likejazzandEastIndianink

paintings,created‘inthenow,’asproductsofamatureimprovisationalconfidence.Italso

mattersthatPeterisinterestedinthelinkbetweenspiritualityandscience,especiallyphysics’
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ongoingsearchtoexplaintheessenceoflife,todiscoverthehiddenshapingforcesofnature.

Thetitleoftheexhibitionineffectreferstheso-called superstring theorywhich,asDonna

Jackson,arecentMAgraduateofHowardUniversity,haspointedoutinherthesisonPeter’s

work,postulatesthatallmatterconsistsofminutevibratingstrings.Petersaidina2000interview

withDavidCarrierthat‘apaintingisanorganicstructure’andintheStrings paintingsthisistaken

toitsessential,mostbasicconclusion,avisualparalleltothe‘vibratingstrings’basicbuilding

blocksofthe superstring theory.Pareddownandminimalist,theStrings paintingsareliving,

activeimagesthatemergefrom theinterplaybetweensurfaceandillusionaryspaceand

betweencolor,lightandpaintapplication.Whilethesimplicityofthebold,colorfuldominant

imagescommandsimmediateattention,complexunder-layersofsubtlyshadedstripedwhites

suddenlyrevealthemselvesunderdifferentkindsoflightingandmoreintenseviewing.The

resulting imageryisoftendecidedlyerotic,evenvisceral,butalso deeplypeacefuland

harmonious,muchmoresothanthemoredramatic,conflictedimagerythatappearedin

Peter’searlierwork.

Imustadmitthatabstractartoftenleavesmeindifferent,mainlybecauseIusuallywork

withartthatpowerfullyengagesmethroughitsexplicitpoliticalandsocialsignificance.Irealize

thatthiscomesatacost:Iworkinacontextwhereaestheticandsensoryenjoymenthave

becomepoliticallysuspectandwhereironyruleswithanironfist,butInonethelessbelievethat

thereismuchofvaluethatneedstoberecoveredfromtherubbleoftherecentculturewars.

Thisincludesappreciatingtheartofpainting–andofcreatingotherartobjects–forwhatitstill

fundamentallyis.PeterWayneLewisexplainedhissustainedcommitmenttopaintinginthe

aforementionedinterview:‘Whatiscrucialisthematerial.Ihavegreatloveforthematerialityof

paint;thetactilesensation,thescarificationofthepaint,thewrithingdancemovementofthe

pigmentedmud.Mybodysensesitandfeelsit[…]Itpreparespeopletodowhatreallymatters

–tolook!’Fortheviewer,itthusinvolvesreengagingwiththeartofintense,deliberatelooking–

dareIsayit,thesortofaestheticcontemplationthatisperhapsstillbestdoneinthemuch-
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malignedenvironmentofthe‘whitecube’artgallery?ThisistheactiveengagementtheStrings

exhibitiondemandsfromtheviewerandfromwhichdiversemeaningscanemergethatmayor

maynotbetiedtoPeter’spersonalhistoryandintellectualinterests.Itisthisengagement–this

complex,open-endeddialoguebetweenpainter,paintingandviewer–thatPeterwasreally

talkingaboutwhenhecalledapaintinganorganicstructure.

IonlyrarelygettoenjoyexhibitionsinthismanneranditisforthisreasonthatIhave

foundPeterWayneLewis’Strings exhibitionmoresatisfying–intellectuallyandaesthetically–

thanmostothersIhaveseensincethestartoftheyearhereinNewYork.Itrepresentsamature,

compellingandcarefullycalibratedsetofworksandPeterandtheRosenberg+Kaufmanteam

mustbecomplementedforbringingthatacrossbymeansofathoughtfulandeffective

installation.
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