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SCULPTURES OF THE UNEXPECTED

Peter Reginato’s sculptures straddle two worlds.
Besides representing a new chapter in the history of
metal constructions, his latest series of polychromed
steel pieces also contributes to our understanding
and appreciation of art of the eighties. By deftly
reconciling past practices with contemporary
attitudes, Reginato has transformed elements which
previously seemed contradictory into complementary
qualities. For example, he’s revitalized a maligned
way of working by freshly rethinking how to develop
structure, shape, and color. The lively, animated spirit
of his three-dimensional forms as well as other
aspects which identify today’s most original paintings
and sculptures distances this art more and more from
the sensibility of the sixties and its lingering heritage.

Reginato belongs to a Janus-headed generation.
The face that looks forward says, “Don't trust anyone
under 30" while the face that looks back remembers
what it was like to say, “Don't trust anyone over 30.”
The kind of work this response has engendered has
been breathtakingly unpredictable. Images in states of
flux predominate. Feelings are evoked. While
intellectual considerations are still evident, they now
serve as subtexts. Defunct genres have been restored
in unfamiliar guises. Techniques that had been
ignored for years as well as materials that were no
longer associated with the avant-garde have
returned. Unique shapes have replaced identical
modules. And multi-part compositions have become
more compact and more intimately-sized, too. Art of
the eighties is about complexity expressed with grace
and clarity.

When Reginato uses steel, it's not an intractable
material. His sculptures feel light and buoyant. You
tend to be elated by them. You're not subjected to
the arrogant, brutish qualities of the metal, often
block-like sculptures promulgated by a generation of
artists inspired by the Minimalists. And Reginato has
amended the other orthodoxy associated with the
use of steel. His art isn't made with unmodified
I-beams, channels, flanges, or other prefabricated
steel elements. This 40-year-old sculptor has altered
our ingrained notions of what can be done with
industrial metal. Instead of accepting the way it has
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Reginato piles one color on top of another. Each
plane, in his words, reveals “signs of struggle.”
Realizing that he’ll never get a surface he likes right
away, he exploits the situation. A richness of effect is
achieved and a more intimate experience is fostered.
When you draw close to his sculptures, you notice
new aspects. The splashes and splatters on the shapes
as well as the tones peeking through layers of paint
provide the kind of interest scored and carved
surfaces do.

Reginato’s conception of structure also reflects the
changed climate of our times. The way he’s arranged
his parts actually accounts for a number of situations
which practically launch us on a journey into the
unexpected. Many shapes have been lifted towards
the middles and tops of pieces so that they seem
suspended in air and describe an ephemeral
condition. Because there are a lot of parts and each
is attached in a different direction, your vision
bounces from one perched section to another as if
you were watching a corps of juggled geometries
perform acrobatic feats.

A state of metamorphosis is constantly
encountered as you walk around Reginato’s art. The
different facets of his forms continually recombine
into new sets of patterns. Colors segue into other
arrays of hues. There always seems to be something
you didn't anticipate. You even forget what you were
just looking at.

Reginato's art is open and airy. However,
everything is so assertive, you don't look through his
pieces but remain engaged by what's in front of you.
These sculptures tend to have dominant fronts and a
number of secondary viewing points, but you never
can predict where you'll find each side. Every time
you reposition yourself, you sense a bit of discovery.

Reginato’s treatment of structure yields one other
important dimension. His sculpture is about extension
rather than restriction. It often feels as if it's bursting
at the seams. Parts reach beyond what used to be
considered the natural confines of a piece. The
yellow form on the left of Skylark 53, for instance,
appears to have just alit on the otherwise compact
sculpture. The blue shape mated with an ochre
lozenge on Nutsville Blues also breaks from the
massing of the rest of that piece. And you notice the
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same kind of thing happening on the right of
Shoestring Catch. When Reginato executes his
sculpture this way, he lays to rest the belief that
verticals automatically suggest figures. Even though
you suspect something with a representational nature
is in front of you, the unusual shapes, the way
they're colored, and the manner in which they've
been assembled thwarts your interpreting them as
anthropomorphic entities.

It's been a long time since a sculptor who's a
welder has made such a radical break with his
immediate predecessors. If you're familiar with
Reginato’s career, you know he’s been inspired by
David Smith and Anthony Caro. He began to work
with steel soon after he saw Smith’s great
retrospective at the Guggenheim Museum in the
Spring of 1969. Caro, of course, has been a
commanding presence since then, too. By now,
though, Reginato has worked through their
influences to arrive at his own unique style. He's
accepted the basic premises of constructing with
metal, but he’s altered the particulars.

Peter Reginato is @ member of a new generation
which is redirecting the art of his times the way
Smith and Caro did. His sculpture is brash. Yet its rich
and resonant effects entice you. Reginato’s painted
pieces offer joy in abundance.

—Phyllis Tuchman
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