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the desire to create a new  
self not through meticulous 
work but through the drama 
of a sudden leap: “…the only 
thing I want to do / is jump / 
so that I could / float / maybe 
so / I will come out / a new 
self.” Perhaps it is axiomatic 
to note that the narrative here, 
in achieving its explicitly 
personal appeal, is entirely 
self-centered in its consider-
ation of anxiety, unwilling  
or unable to comprehend the 
holistic, global impact and 
ethical conundrums of 
individual decisions.  

Also, the ornate 
ostentatiousness of de Nieves’ 
work comes not from a leap, 
but from hours of tedious 
care, as if divining some 
aspect of the authentic self 
from laboring over the base 
ingredients of the false. 
Authenticity lies somewhere 
in this soup of class, perfor-
mance, surrealism, and 
intricacy. But de Nieves 
ultimately cloaks the specter 
of the authentic, leaving it  
a tacit, unseen structure  
on which wild fantasy  
figures instead. 

In Gertrud Parker’s painting 
Belvedere (2017), the fanged 
head of a tiger floats disem-
bodied against a deep blue 
background, looming over  
a brushed-in bespectacled 
blond (a stand-in for the  
artist herself). This perplexing 
self-portrait, which hangs 
alongside seven others,  
sets the tone for a group of 
works that toy with the  
notion of self-portraiture  
and the mercurial nature of 

subjectivity. Parker, who is  
the grandmother of gallery 
owner Sam Parker, grew up  
in Vienna before fleeing Nazi 
occupation in the 1930s. She 
now lives in the Bay Area 
where, since the 1980s, she 
has made sculptures out of 
gut skin, or mammalian organ 
tissue. That textural material-
ity translates to her recent 
paintings, each of which are 
rendered in a thick encaustic, 
a new medium for Parker, 
formed by adding pigment  
to heated wax. 

There is a funny 
tension at play in the works—
they are stylistically in 
dialogue with early European 
modernism while simultane-
ously invoking the convention 
of self-portraiture in feminist 
art as well as more recent 
notions of selfie feminism.  
For example, Looking in the 
Mirror (2018) is, most simply,  
a mirror selfie. Unlike the 
other works in the show, 
which only utilize paint,  
the center of this work is  
a collaged photograph of  
the artist holding up an 
iPhone to take a picture of 
herself. This image is embed-
ded in a wobbling painted 
bathroom scene replete with 
sink, tiles, and a potted plant 
that reminds equally of your 
Instagram feed, David 
Hockney’s Man in Shower  
in Beverly Hills, George W. 
Bush’s shower self-portrait, 
and Maria Lassnig’s mirror 
drawings from the mid-’70s. 
Parker’s playful framing of  
her own bathroom selfie 
merges her own gaze with  
the viewer’s, an early feminist 
strategy of making oneself 
both object and subject.

In the other self- 
portraits, Parker’s image is 
much more allusive, nearly 
anti-photographic. In Shin-
gles (2017), Parker paints 

herself standing against  
a shingled backdrop, in which 
the gridded shapes behind 
are painted in sloppy encaus-
tic detail. Parker’s own face  
is barely articulated. Thin, 
blurred dabs and strokes  
of color stand in for eyes, 
nose, and mouth. In almost  
all the works, her face is 
painted flatly, directly on the 
panel—giving it a barely- 
there quality in contrast  
to the thick encaustic that 
forms in dimensional masses 
around the figure. Moreover, 
in Shingles, the artist’s  
entire body is painted with  
a shimmering paint that 
further emphasizes her 
phantasmal quality. Parker’s 
self-portraiture flirts with 
self-erasure, or more 
precisely, with illegibility,  
the impossibility of imaging 
oneself. To this point, in 
another painting titled Veil 
(2017), the edges of Parker’s 
body are barely delineated 
from the abstract forms of 
the background so that she 
seeps into the painting  
and vice versa.

In another work, With 
the Artist’s Sculpture (2018), 
Parker’s face hovers large 
behind an abstracted form in 
the foreground that, the title 
indicates, is a sculpture. Just 
as Parker’s self-portraits are 
unstable or illegible images of 
the self, we can extrapolate 
from this particular painting 
that the artwork itself is an 
unstable representation of 
the artist. Parker is calling 
into question an artwork 
(which many have theorized 
is itself always a self-portrait) 
as a stable reflection of  
its maker. 

Belvedere, then, takes 
on a new valence in relation 
to these other paintings. If 
this is a continuation of her 
exploration of reflections of 
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the self, might we infer that 
the big cat is a fractured part 
of herself? Parker suggests 
that both the artwork and the 
self are rife with capacious 
and uncontrollable meanings. 
The more we try to make 
stable images of ourselves, 
the more they get away  
from us. Importantly, in 
Parker’s hands, the unstable 
self doesn’t feel like a crisis. 
The work’s playfulness is  
a necessary component of  
the kind of exploration that 
doesn’t seek absolute 
answers or stable meanings. 
In placing a disembodied 
tiger, a mirror selfie, and her 
own sculpture side by side as 
self-portraits, Parker probes 
the myriad ways we try to fix 
and monumentalize our own 
subjectivities. Taken together, 
Parker’s self-portraits are 
fragments, never allowing 
the subject to resolve into  
a mythologized whole. 

What I would give for a time 
machine that could transport 
me back to Venice, Italy, in 
the summer of 1984. That year, 
at the Biennale, an exhibition 
titled Paradise Lost/Paradise 
Regained: American Visions of 
the New Decade had been 
commissioned for the United 
States Pavilion by the New 
Museum’s firebrand director, 
Marcia Tucker. Along with 
figurative painters such as 
Charles Garabedian, Roger 
Brown, Judith Linhares, and 
the Reverend Howard Finster, 
it included a young Oakland-
based artist named Robert 
Yarber, whose nocturnal oil 

painting of a glowing motel 
pool and a couple falling past 
a high-rise window (Double 
Suicide, 1983) launched him 
into the public eye. 

In recent years, Yarber 
somewhat disappeared from 
view, although an autumn 
exhibition at Nicodim 
endeavored to change that. 
Return of the Repressed 
revolved metaphorically and 
literally around the motif of 
the fall—a Biblical theme that 
was also central to Paradise 
Lost/Paradise Regained—
although in most instances  
it is impossible to discern 
whether Yarber’s figures are 
falling or flying. In the earliest 
painting in this show, Regard 
and Abandon (1985), a man 
and a woman (always a man 
and a woman, here) embrace, 
midair, hundreds of feet 
above a city on a bay. He 
nuzzles her shoulder; she 
turns her face upwards, 
serenely, as if savoring the 
nighttime air. The scene is 
almost still, as in the blissful 
instant before the plummet 
begins. In Error’s Conquest 
(1986), there is a bit more 
movement—her skirt billows 
around her—but the couple 
might as well be dancing. In 
each painting, far below, the 
blue rectangle of an illumi-
nated swimming pool awaits 
their splashdown.

Yarber makes narrative 
paintings that are hard to 
definitively decipher. If they 
are suffused with Christian 
iconography—not only man 
falling but also ascending, 
along with intimations of 
airborne seraphim and 
cherubim—the paintings 
themselves are defiantly 
amoral. The broad intimation 
is that self-abandonment,  
or letting oneself fall, may be 
the surest possible route to 
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ecstasy. In relation to the 11 
powerfully atmospheric 
paintings selected for  
Return of the Repressed,  
his career-making work, 
Double Suicide (not included 
in the show), seems oddly 
prescriptive—even narrow—
in its fatalism.

When Yarber is at his 
most thrilling, he paints with  
a cinematic vividness that 
borders on the hallucinatory. 
He convincingly transports us 
to another realm, one that is 
in some senses realistic and in 
others utterly fantastical. In 
his paintings from the 1980s 
he lays down sharp-edged 
white outlines of smoothly 
rounded forms over pitch-
black grounds. In the  
subsequent decade, the 
forms become sharper, 
smoother, and more vivid still, 
as if to compensate for their 
increasingly outré content.  
In Séance with False Medium 
Trumpet Call from the Beyond 
(1993)—one of the few 
earth-bound scenes in the 
exhibition—we see three 
people around a table, eyes 
closed in concentration.  
A fourth man is blindfolded, 
gagged, and bound with thick 
rope, a long hunting horn 
stuffed into his mouth. Is this 
latter figure a metaphor for 
the artist, the composition  
an expression of doubt or 
remorse for his painterly 
trickery? If so, that seems like 
an important message to get 
straight. I never do, quite. 
Along with another bombas-
tic, circular canvas from that 
same year, The Magus of 
Turin, this is the most narra-
tive work in the show, but also 
the point at which I begin to 
lose the thread.

Yarber has been 
painting in a broadly  
consistent style for over three 
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Gertrud Parker, Looking in the Mirror (2018). 
Encaustic with gutskin and collage on panel, 

18 × 10 1/4 × 1 inches. Image courtesy  
of the artist and Parker Gallery, Los Angeles.


