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Richard Yarde paintings take water

By Nancy Stapen
SPECIAL TO THE GLOHE

Richard Yarde works exclusively
in watercolor, 8 medium given less
credence than the weightier ones of
Art pils and acrylics.

- Perhaps that's why
Review we haven't seen a
———— solo show of
Yarde's in Boston since 1985, That's
a shame. Az a long overdue retro-
spective, “Richard Yarde: Waterco-
bors 1080-1993" at the Muzeum of
the National Center of Afro-Ameri-
&an Artists demonstrates, Yarde is a
master of this diffieult medium. Put
gimply, he is one of the finest living
Ameriean watercolorizts, and he has
pushed the medium to new heights,
S Yarde, 54, who teaches at the
Tniversity of Massachusetts at Am-
erat, is a native son. He was born in
Boaton in 1999 and received under-
Praduate and graduate degrees from
Foston University's School of Fine
Pris. Influential teachers there in-
pludid Walter Murch, Conger Met
ﬂl." anid Reed Kay. Aspects of Bos-
ton life enter into much of the work,
From the apartment on Cunard
Etreet (near Rupghes Street Station)
where Yarde grew up, to the flam-
Boyant evangelical Sweet Daddy
Lrace, whose heyday was in Yarde's
Fouth, and whose Universal House
I Pruyer atill stands on Shawmut
dhvenue.

I The exhibition is divided into

ree bodies of work, In each, Yarde
Epproaches meaning through & se-

es of dynamic dualities. In “The
Epcanmvnl" series, he explores the

erger of subjeetive and cultural ex-
perience. In the “Memory Theatre™
peries, he searches for the intersee-
#ion of the spiritual and the physical.
'_hl: relationship of interior and exte-
wor “Sell™ is the subject of the final

Eﬂjup\illj{.

|
Barck to childhood

“The Apartment” series is in-
apired by Yarde's childhood in the
Yz and 'Hls. Rooms from his West
Indian family's apartment, like the
pardor and the kitchen, are the set-
ting for na rrative composites of
memory and imagination.

Yarde's cmotional stance s re-
vealed early on. He s the detached
observer, yel hig presence forms the
pasence of the image. In two ver-
sions of “Cunard Street Interior”
Yarde paints himself between his
brother and mother. On the right,
the brodher soaks in an oatmeal bath
to soothe the eczema from which he
suffered (and lnter died). On the keft,

Yapde's mother attends to the kitch-
en table, Both fAgures Lurn awiy
froan Yarde, who is pictured as a boy
of ahout 10 in the center, A silent

' ohserver, he is removed from the ac-

i tion, A nebulous Mack space behind
him suggests his occupation of a kind
of no man's laml. Yet Yarde's quiet
prresence forms the heart of the im-
ape; there is no question that we are
soeing the world from his vantage.

These works also convey Yarde's
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ability to translate the subjoctive
into universal symbolism, The recur-
ring images of clothing mannequing
for example, which allude to his
mother's dress designing  business,
comvey an enduring maternal pres-
Ence.

The distinetive formal tenets of
Yarde's approiach to watercolor are
also well in place, nolablly nis culsis-
tent use of small, irregularly shaped
square patehes of monochrome color
to define form and space. Thiz series
offers a fascinating glimpsa into the
penesis of this way of seeing. The
apartment of Yarde's youth is pa-
pered with the Moral designs, cover-
lets and rugs popalar in middle-cliss
homes of the era. Yarde translales
thiz inte a patterned breakdown of
petorial space.

Wallpaper daydrejgms

Spveral particularly telling works
refer to the chilihood experience of
being sent to bed, or just to wait in
ancther room. Withoul amusements,
otherwise uninteresting surround-
inga become fodder for musing and
fantagy. In “Yellow Paper 11" the
yelbow grid is punctuated by hints of
red Mowers and an image of the art-
ist's father, which Noats to the oel-
ing. According to Fdmund Barry
Gaither, director of the museam and
organizer of the exhibition, Yarde
hag spoken of “being where you
didnt want o be as a child and
pressing the corners of your cyes
making visunl entertainment oul of
wallpaper.” This experience i the
origin, too, of “Daydream,” where
the room's forms break down into
purely sbstract patterns.

The exhibition's second section,
the "Memory Theatre,” is a complex
boddy of work intended as a theatrical
installation. Yarde has described it
as the “Holy Ghost Memory and
Healing Machine, an illustration of
my persenil mythology.”

The museum does not have the
stugrelike setting the wirk requires;
instead. paintings, some three-di-
mensional elements, and & descrip-
tive disgram are on view, Although
the work is no doubt more vivid in &
proscenium format, there are some
striking purts here, including the re-
cossed fgure of Sweet Daddy Grace,
arm raised in benediction. In order
to reseh him, visitors would have o
pass through a fercgroumd space,
guarded by two black male “Archan-
gels,” inte o transition space of bar-
bershop pobes. Mot only do these ref-
prence the male confessional foram
of the barber shop (a secular version
of the church confessional), they also
suggest a witty play on the polar op-
posites that form the basis for so0

much of Yarde's thinking.

Yarde is the
detached observer,
yet his presence
forms the essence
of the image.
There is no
question that we
are seeing the
world from his

vantage.

firldging body und spirit

Here Yarde contragts the sacred
and thie secular, the latter represent-
ed by images of Josephine Baker,
eharacteristically bare-breasted but
also Christ-like, with arms pinioned
o o elaborate Folics Bergiere-type
costume. Both Baker and Sweet
Daaddy Grace are surrcunded by fo-
linge, that nature may act as a
bridge between body and spirit.

The eenterpiece of the “Sell™ se-
ries i Yarde's majestie double self-
portrait, W EnoFmous companion
works of the artist pictared from
front and back. As a now massive
adult, Yarde still conveys the de-
tached yet insistently present qual-
ity evident in his images of himsell
as a child. Here he pictures himsell
gwathed in & trench coat and fedors,
all in monochrome blue, lke a re-
moved, mysteriously veiled stranger.
Yot his sheer physicality (a real feat
to comvey with the transparent medi-
um of watercolor] and open expres-

sion are tangibbe and without guile.
Even though Yarde doubles his
image, there i3 a consummale sense
of isolathon here, an existential com-
ingr to terms with aloneness, Yet this
gelf-knowledge is a paradox; al-
though the body is a palpable force,

color to new heights

'rardu; s "_B-uiu'Frut."

the self remains ungraspable, Fven
aspects of our physical being remain
unknown; we must imagine our
backs. And s open and revealing as
the sell presented to the world may
b, it is still a mask shielding the in-
ner self

The most recent works in this
prouping, painted while Yarde was
recovering from near fatal Kidney

digesse, extend the notion of self into
the larger human family. Yarde
paints his hand, front, back and
siddes, severed and floating in space,
Particularly affecting are the print
like “Palms,” where the singdar
whorls of the artist's hand suggest
the individual™s indelible unbquéliss,
yiet ilso imply the universal mithre
of human cxperience, <



