master of the

not-so-still

W|th theatrical splendor, Sheldon Tapley celebrates
the still life tradition by incorporating
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still life

excess, reinvesting

the figure and complicating the design.
BY DANIEL BROWN

STILL LIFE IS the most problematic—and most
abstract—of genres, as the paintings seem to
lack the grandeur associated with landscapes
or with figures that can assume allegorical or
mythological-religious resonance. Because the
objects depicted are taken from ordinary life,
however, they intimately speak to our daily
existence and to our interior lives. Sheldon
Tapley revitalizes, indeed, electrifies the still
life genre by combining aspects of contempo-
rary life with painterly constructs derived from
the history of Western art. His formalist con-
cerns join with his tendency toward metaphor,
and his pleasure in painting ordinary objects
reminds us of nature’s bounties and art’s
artifices concurrently.

Tapley also frequently utilizes figurative
elements—usually copies of famous images
from Baroque art—a sly way of putting figures
and landscapes in the background, while the
still life elements remain at the fore. Such a
design is an amusing reversal of the norm in
Western painting, for Tapley insists upon the
primary importance, indeed the pre-eminence,
of the still life. While the artist frequently
alludes to Baroque masters and just as fre-
quently incorporates their work into his own,
he is not an appropriator; his many influences
and references weave through the work but do
not dominate it.

A Web of Influence

Tapley selects which objects to include, then
designs the composition and lays in color;

in the process, ideas and essences emerge

in an erudite yet playful manner. When he
describes the “sensuality, abundance and
force” that he gets from the Flemish master
Peter Paul Rubens, he’s describing Rubens’s
essential influence on his own work. “The
power and sensuality of Rubens’s images have
always attracted me. I also love French paint-
ing,” says Tapley. “Some of the masters I've
returned to again and again include Chardin,
Fantin-Latour, Cézanne and Matisse. Richard
Deibenkorn admired Matisse, and I admire
both of them and treasure that linkage.”

LEFT: The Roman god of wine and revelry informs
Bacchanal (oil on aluminum, 6x11), in which Tapley
places a book cover that shows a detail from Titian's
Bacchanal of the Andrians. The Baroque curves of the
mantel (in Tapley's studio), the flowers,the fabric, the
apple, the books and the general air of abundance
celebrate life and its pleasures.
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Materials

Oil surface:
Dibond or Omega-
Bond aluminum
panels

Pastel surface:
La Carte, Arches
cover white

Oils: Old Holland

Pastels: Terry
Ludwig, Jack
Richeson,
Schmincke

Brushes: hog
bristles—Silver
Brush Grand Prix,
Da Vinci Maestro,
Daniel Smith

(DS) Red Boar, DS
Platinum; sables—
old Holland very
small rounds; DS
Series 55-03 kolin-
sky; DS Autograph
Series 46 black; DS
Autograph Series
85-01 smooth oil
blender filberts and
rounds; synthetic—
DS Platinum faux
mongoose; fan
blenders—Isabey
Faux Mongoose,
Royal Langnickel
2-inch and 4-inch
badger blender

Medium: M.
Graham walnut
alkyd medium

Varnish: Winsor &
Newton retouch;
Daniel Smith
picture varnish—3
parts gloss, 2 parts
matte, 1 part pure
gum turpentine (not
mineral spirits)

Other Tools:
single-edge razor
blades; paper
towels
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paintings range from the relatively less com-
plex (focusing on single objects) to the nearly
all-over compositions reminiscent of the
Abstract Expressionists. Radically angled per-
spectives are common. The tilting forward of
the picture plane, which reached its apogee in
Cézanne, is pushed farther (towards the viewer
and away from realistic space) in a painting as
relatively simple as Bacchanal (page **) and as
complicated as Waterfall (page **). 'The beauti-
tully designed Bacchanal utilizes the fireplace
front in his studio as a kind of framed stage
set for those mundane objects so fraught with
meaning and emotion when de-contextualized
from their ordinary usage. In this variation on
le tableau vivant, Tapley chooses a Matissean
piece of fabric reminiscent of Persian art as
the backdrop, a play on painters’ drop cloths
from the mundane/profane world, the colors
of which are picked up by each object he lov-
ingly selects and depicts: an apple, a plate
with an overlaid knife (doubling the spatial
complexities), a carpenter’s claw, a translucent
blue pitcher (allowing for further investigation

of the play of light), and three types of flow-
ers. Two art books with nudes on their covers
complete the scene. The inclusion of tools in so
many of his paintings celebrates their shapes
and colors as they remind us of the artist’s
hand and touch (e.g., the worZ of art).

In the exquisite, explosive Waterfall, a
pastel on paper, Tapley designs his composi-
tion another way, according to an arithmetic
arrangement. Four potentially separate still
lifes are combined in one painting. A pile of
rocks suggests the dialectic between soft/hard,
smooth/textural that provides a yin/yang of
delight. A vase of flowers inhabits the center,
and a basket of contorted gourds dominates
the middle ground; a picture of a cascading

BELOW: How does Tapley handle such a complex subject
as Harvest Table (pastel on paper, 38x32)? “My initial
underdrawing is in soft vine charcoal, rubbed down with
a paper towel so the black pigment won’t mix with the
next layer. The first layers of color are also rubbed down
to prevent the surface’s closing up.”






