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Three Musicians at the Harleguin’s Carnival:
Peter Reginato's New Sculpture

ook At from five to ten slides of work by each of over sin hundred artists

for a saulpture competition as T did noeently. A visual feast? Handly.

Whilis there are exceptions, what one generslly finds are established arl-
iats drearity repeating themselves and hundreds of others copying them, Most
discouraging are what seem like countless formalis) exercees in stoel thal organ-
lme peomitric configurations in unlimited but ultimately boring variatson. Much
contemporary. sculplure, particularly the larger, mose pablic variesy, il o
siale mammiage in which the parficipants, despite an oocasional pesgnant meo-
ment, are content to g0 through the motions. Bland and safe, no doubt, but
where is the freshness, the possbility for mnewal. the exdtement? Although
one infrequently meets with these qualities, they may be found in abundanee in
the risky, exhilarating soulpture that Peter Reginato is now making.

Reginaky's abstract welded sculptune is upbeat, off-beal and frequently hu-
morous. Forms inlersect and climb over one another in a vertical profusion of
shape and coloe. Flat planes, rurved Fl..l:ﬂl:’h-,. anghid planes and Fﬂtﬂﬂhﬂl—fﬂ.ll:
planes defined by a varicty of straight and organic contours interspersed with
wrosight metal bars wriggle in space 25 if animated by the rhythms of a jeuncy
Latin dance. These preces, despite oocasional botanical connotations, aTe essen-
tially anthropomorphic. Their lurching movements, lumbering gaits and quarky
gestures give them an idiosymeratic appearance and air of accessibility thal s dis-
armingly empathetic. It is this sense of vitality and personality thal sakes
Reginato's work absolutely ariginal in the arena of contermporary scalpture. His
new pitces cortainty will not appeal Lo everyone, least of all the proponents of
wielded sculptune wha have prevailed for the kst twe deedes. bul there areaim-
ple rewards, aesthetic as well as in plain good fun, for those who can gel inte the
spirit of the work,

Fun? Yes, fun, and what's wrong with a lttle Fun? Bt hay 2 long and bonor-
able tradition i bhe visual arks, althodgh at the moment we ane emenging froma
pericd of dead seripusniess. The recend past emphasis on selb-referential abstrac-
tiom and the cerebral served Lo suppress playlulness m art. Lest we forget, a
number of modern masters. including Duchamp, Chagall, Klew, Miro] Calder,
Picasso at times, and more recently Oldenburg have: demonstrated that humor
and whimsy can be as significant as solemnity, Then, there is the phenomenon
kmown a< Furk Art which had it genesis in the San Franasce-Bay Aroa doring
Regingto’s formative years a5 an art student in the mid-"6ls. While some of the
work assoviated with this manifestation is birarne bordering on the ugly, much
of it is humorously absurd or downright funny, Amang Reginate’s teachers at
the San Frandscy Art Institute were two arists identfed wath Bay Area Funk,
William Geis and Hoberi Hudson, [ndesd, Reginalo's new soulplure, although
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entirely dilferent in character, may seem lo have a pessing relatienship with
Hudson's verfically piled Surrealist and Pop Arl inspired conghmerations of
highly polychromed metal. However, Reginato®s work has had a relatively Inng
and complicated development far removed from any art made in Sen Francisco
heenly vears aga,

For a couple of years after he moved to New York in 196 Reginato made
pabrchromed phywood soufphure composed of a nombes of disparate peometnic
elemenis. After tuming to fiberglass in 1968 he conlinwed o use color, exper-
menting with loose, brushy surfaces which after a long hiatus now have
reappeared. Howewver, by 1969 the fiberglass picoes had beoome monochromia-
b, ard pn'ilﬂ wis n.rmpl:rl:-l.'l_'l-' abandemed when v that vear Fi h{'g.an I make
welded steel sculpture. Mo longer subject fo the immediacy of Californis
colorlsm, Reginalo's mdw neiming probably had b lot to do with Clement
Creenbeng's suthoritative ideas on medemist purity: that proved so persuasive
on the Eazt Cosst, Over the nest few years, his lamge, horizontal, dome-like con-
simpctions of disconbineows, nterdocking stes] FL:I'I:L'H muinlained an essentially
formal presence in keeping with the genesal practice of thr Bme, However, the
incorporation of curved planes, scalloped and #ig-rsap confours, an an occasional
kidnoy shape, whike held in check by the hemmsphencal struchure of these
preces, heralds Lhe appearance of a personal vocabulary that marks all of
Reginato's subsequent soulpiure,

Although he enjoyed considerable sucoess with the domical pieces, in the
mid-"70 Reginato alowed his work b ovolve in another direchion, as has been
his tendency. His sculpiure begain o assume a verlical orentalion, and it be
came: morne open and Encar. A number of these plooes were given 2
manoachromatic glane of paint o create the effect of o lighl patina, but for aes-
thetic and technical reasons this experimentation was short-lived. Gradually,
standing vpnight on lkgs, the work took oo the apprarance of personages in a
rather droll manner seminiscent of Juliv Consdler’s figoeres, By [975-80, complex
chustors of geomotsic and orponically shaped steel plates. which form the basis of
the current work, were being elevabed on tripod-like snpports, giving a new
weighl and densily bo Begnato’s sculpture. Thess pieces give thee impression of
some abstract variation on a top-heavy creature, all angles, bumps and masses
gbove three spindly legs. Reginato had: separabed himself from the crowd by
pursuing his own vision, investing his sculpture with & pecelar and whimsical
semese of life,

I the cardy “Bls Reginato experimented with duster pieces low to the Boor,
Izt b d-El.‘ll:Iu.'d theal b |th|Err'E:l the figura] suggestiveness that upn.ghl sulp-
lure ercourages. By maintaining verticality be continued to acknowledpe his ad-
miraticn of Piasse and CGonzdles, whose collalemative efforts in welded metal
between 1928 and 1931 revolutionized soulptuee. A piece such as Meoasso’s Wine
e i d Gaarder of 19259-30, which relied on Gonrales's techimcal assstance, and

“REg Yelone,™ PSS Painetad Steed. P <84 =537







the lntter's independent works made thereafter, are not only vertical and figura-
tive, but contain elements of fantasy that are akin to Beginate’s own sensi-
bility, Furthermore, Picasso, who was foremost an ariist of the boman figune,
always has been one of his heroes, not only as a soulpior, Buk cven more as a
painter. A painting student tobegin with, Reginate alse counts ameng; his favor-
ites twin olher painters who soulpled, Matisse and Mind, Add (o the list Léger,
whe was prepccopicd with the figune, and it i5 easy o understand why
Reginain's grounding in modernist Gguration could not be repressed. For the
fmit time, in a development that began with oocasinnal painted woeks n 1991,
hiz coneermis with threedimensional form, painting and fipuration have besn
fully integrated in the new polychromed sculpture,

To begin a group of works fike the curment pieces, Reginato makes a varfety
of fiat, concave and convex shapes in varying sizes without a preconception of
bowr Il'u::f' “'Lﬂbeunpluyed. Gome of them are Eu'll'nrl'.ril;_, pfhers are the charac-
teriatic organke shapes that have obeesaed him since the early “70s. A number of
these shapes seem (o him for one reason or another to need elaboration, cither
by cuiling negative arcas into them, by the sddibon of mms at edges, or by weld-
ing bars onlo the steel plates for visual effect rather than for the purpose of rein-
forcement, Reginate then uses these pieces like found objects, joining them to
discover a compasitional bogic dictated by the Individual shapes and their inter-
action. In the mature of abstract, relational seulpture and hs own aesthetic, be
stnves for a cenvincing interplay of straight and curved elements, eonvex and
concave suriaces, solids and voids, hghts and darks and a dhethmic feeling of
ereTEy. As one shape builds opon another owands the completion of a piece, 2
constant mediation bebween visual impact and siructural soundness mus? ocour,
although in the end boths concerns ane inseparable. After the pre-made shapes
are welded together, Feginate, for compositional or technical ressons, sorme-
fimes cuty into the assemblage with a torch, a pmoedore that he likens to carv-
ing. Thas final step in the comsimaction of the sculpture, when emploved, is sub-
tractive, but for the must part Beginato’s method b aooretive, and in general, it
redles on the collage aesthetle that Picasse so munificently bestowed on bwenti-
cth-century art.

Az a painter, Reginato works by infuition and impulse, much ke he does as
a sculptor, Typically, the first color applied to a piece 8 randomly selecied and
Placed, funconing only to begin a dialogue. Tt rarely survives in the fmished
work 2= color relationships undergo continwous change, Hich, full surfaces ane
built wp by repeated applications of acrylic wrethame ensmed. Evidence of
suceessive layers of colors shows through in places; mingling with drips and
splatters of paint, Painting well on a two-dimensional surface is hard enough,
bt painting inside, outside and around s that mich more difficult. Not only
masst codars and values work in combimation wilh each other, they have to darify

" the three-dimensional relationships of a peece and be appropriate to the shanes
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I['l.c]." hl:lpl define. That &=, Reginato uses color to both accentuate mdmadaeal ele-
ments and reinforce compositional unily. His cobor sense is bold and imagina-
e Along with blacks and grevs, deep groens and purples, he trumpets the
primaries in combination with pinks, ochres and an array of obher creammy colors.
e wanks the mmpact of his codor bo be stoomg, declarabve, mft decorabive.
Repginaty thanks aboul polychromed sculpture in reference o Hans Hofmann's
eoncept of push-pull: 2 dynamic balancing of parl and whele, sudface and vol-
umie, positive and negative. As conceenod a8 he s with three-dimensional form,
he can think like a painter, and his painting enhanoes his soul plural mlenbions.
Thi i pm:h..ipﬂ ni o evidient than in the way his seemingly offhand, Spontl-
niecusly painted surfaces complement the fluid thythms of the welded steel be-
neath them.

'F!:-:'Ei:naln'.: [ﬁrn-.s have affinities with the 'n'nuﬁl.-r:: of the bwo artists e most
admires, Micasso and Mird. [f 5 as though therr paantsd imeges of the 19205 2nd
30 have bewn filtered through the subseguent histony of modermism and pul in
real space. Dhrect-mctal sculpture and the entire noton of assemblage depends
of course upon Pieasso’™s example, but the way Reginato's contrasting planes
overkp and interpenetrate & reminisoent of Proasso’s synthetic cubist painting,
This & generally the case, bulitls particelarly true-of the smaller soulptures, Not
only are they more frontal, but sinee they tend to reach oot in space fess, heir
lewaedy salhometbess mobwiethstamd ing, they appear moee contammed. Posthon sewveral
eral of these pieces together ma plane and ome might be reminded of Picasso's
1921 paintings of the Three SMusicims, The similarity is found in an angular or-
ganasation of solsd and cut-out planes activiated by intermittent diagonals and
an altersabon of straight and curved contours. Reginato anderscores his appre
chatsom of Picasso by naming wne of his new pieces Harlsquer, the comical charac.
ter who appears prominently in both versions of the T Moo and a large
number of other works by the great Spanish arfist. Several of Reginato’s devicoes,
mcluding the use of serated planes, which he sumebhimes pames with simipes,
and shaps= that project from an armaiere ik & car's sideview mirror, a5 well as
his general conoeption of how forms go topether, can be seen to have sources in
Micassn's work, but the outcome is not the result of quotation as much a5 0 mat-
ter of long-derm familiarity and mternalieation of Peasse’s oeuvme.

In the title of another new work Mind is paid hoemage by name. While paral-
lels ta 'Ii.r.'E;l'.rmln-':. forrms are found m works '-'ME-.“"H froem A.rp"& wind relicks of
191617 tos Ciovrky™s paintings of Uhe “40s, it ds Mind with wiwemn he mos! dentifes.
IF Micasso's synthetic cubism provides the scaffolding for his scolptore; Mird's
binmarphic progeny infuse i with life. Shapes swell, ripplc and thrst in space,
as naxtural formes do. They seem o grow, 10 daw eneegy fom ore another, and
to respond b0 thebr environment. Much of Beginate’s visual vogbulary can be
Bocated in Mled's teeming world of abstract-surrealist fintasty, Narlaquin’s Carni-
val of 1924-25, Misd's fimous detached ear reappears without anatomical nefer-

“Aideiget amd Morning Eain, Waring for Mird, " 1982 Prinfed Sled, 93 =58 =417







ence. His undulating lines are given a new cxisdence in singous steel bars. A
varety of oveid and pseudopodial forms, without distinguishing featunes, e
reunited in Reginato's sculpture, These forms of course have an existence of
their own, independent of Mind, springing 2= Lhey do lrom the protoeplasmic im-
pulses of life itself. While Mird's example fas been an inspiration fo Reginato, i
is perhaps his infectioas spiril of whimsy mure than the morpholegical infla-
ences that have been moest imporiant.

Although there is conslderable opinion to the cpntracy. the mother bode ot
modernism is far fom exhapsted. The incredibly inventive outpouring of art
that oocurred carfier in this century still can be mined fo yickd new riches when
tused with a creative spirit. This process s not to be confused with recyclng,
which is rampant i art today. Rather. it is @ matter of understanding the essen-
fial natene of one's sources, and integrating them in a coherent whaole. Even
more, the resull must be marked by the distinetive character of a new formuls-
tian, Picasso, Mind, socasional traves of Matisse’s paper cutouts, these influences
anil others may be detected in Reginato's work, but they have been syntivesiced
and transformed, not enly into the third dimension, but into a fuller vislon of
what sculpture can be. By oneating works thal in themselves are comancing,
Heginato reaffirms the continuing vitality of the modernist tradition.

His newest work appears at o fme: when complication seoems desirable. The
fascination for inest geemetry hax waned, and in its stead ongamic complexity
aind movement have boen eagerly neceived. In this regard, Regimato once again
finds himself more 0 1he company of peinters than scalptors. Two who come
mind are Elizabeth Murray and Frank Stella. Mumay's segmented organic
shapes pulled together by serpentine hnes and Siella's enerpetic cufvilinear
composifions and loosely peinted surfaces have counterparts m Reginalo's
sculpture, although in essmee the Lhree are very differenl aclists whse
similarities are only o function of the stylistic pendulum. Murray's paintings
mast often seem concerned with Botanical and landscape referenoes, while
Stplla’s work, despite its chullionce, remains essentially withoot melaphoncal
content, Bul paraflels between Stella and Reginaty in particular are instractive.
Both have traveled the route from reductiveness to visaal extravagance. On the
way, Solla has become more of 4 soulptor, Reginato more a paimter, This hybrd-
izabion represents a welcome retreat from the prescriplive Greenberglan dopmas
pn the true pature of modemism that held sway 2 decade or two ago. Their
wurks, which along with Murray's share certain superficial resemblances, reflect
a peneral development that favors nchness, diversaby amd vigos

A sipnificant aspect of Reginato’s sculpture i what physically is not
prosent. The spaces around and especially through plances appear as substantial
shapes in their own right. In fact, when cleanly sed off by a neuirl background
or i & dark undertying color, the negative shapes can seem maore positive than
the polychomed steel. They repeat positive shapes, of assert themselves as dis-




tinct compesitional elements. The kengths of wrought metal bars that weave
through the pleces also echn the ediges of shapes and enclose spacial planes, The
combination of precisely cul internal and external contouss, and Reginato’s
rhythmic drawing in space, sets up a omplex condition of shifting Hgure-
ground relationships that is more frequenty expericnoed in painting than sculp-
ture, The interplay between dlusory shape and solid plane has been an impor-
tant ingredient in much modernist sculpture, but Regmale’s acoeniuation of s
conjunction provides ome more demonstration of te rich possibifities mhenent
in the morger of two-and-three-dimensional thinking.

In addition to the spaial eifects and linear accents (hey create, the metal
bars contribute another quality. When employed o support a piece of sculpture,
they increase he fecling of buoyancy that bicmorphic forms naturally impart.
Those picces that make exbersive use of curved bars around their biasems AppsaE
to spring off the floor, Movement i continued apwatd by the spiriteed inlerac-
tion of shapes, 1 almost seems a8 though a number of animated conversations
are taking place within the whole. 3 multi-voiced monciogue as il were, To-
wards the top of some pieces the discussion veers off in o new dinection as con-
versations ofien do. This shift, which functions something ke contrapposto in
traditional fgurative scalpture, resulis not in instability so much 2s a skight dis-
equilibration that insures a dynamic engagement of SPiis.

To claborate further on the anthropomorpiic dharacter of Reginato’s e
peces, like human figures, most of them have bunts and backs, The angic of the
planes, wheh enhance the possibility for visual pepetralion, and the concomi-
tant sense of bodily cavities, make the fronts appear open and expansive. The
Backs, on the other hand, generally being more plansr, have less depth, and 2p-
pear relatively closed. To reinforce this impression, Reginato tends fo fimit the
number of colors on the backs, allowing one color to predominate. The Lreal-
ment of the backs deary assggns to them a subordinate position. altliouh they
are by no means lcking in sculptural significence. They have that same degres
of visual interost relative to front views that one finds in realisbc depictions of
thee human figune. Reginato |s inmrigued with the Jea of 2 conbrast between
fromts and backs, and the element of surprise for those who discover the front of
a piece after first cncountering the back. 1l distinctinn bitween fronts and
brarcks in abstract sculpture in the round is a daring formal concept which suc-
ceeds in Intensifying the metaphorical petential of his work.

Amang other things, Reginato’s scolpture s an art of body language. His
“figures” deport themselves in a mnge of postures and gestures that we hawve
miet belure, One piece bustles with swaggering self-confidence, another scems
at cross-purpusts with ilsell. A third woerk appears delightfully Mightly while
still another gives the lnpression of kutzy bemusement. As we contemplate
Regmalo’s pieces we ant made to think of our awn humanity. This s no small
accomplishment for abstract welded scolpture.,

Evan B Firesion:
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