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PORTRAIT OF AN ARTIST

Dorie Baker

ast September you may have no-

ticed a large steel beam jutting

through the plate-glass window of
the Creative Arts Workshop Gallery. It
was pretty hard to miss if you walked
down Audubon Street. Like most people,
we found ourselves drawn by the cata-
strophic beam into the Gallery itself. Atthe
very least, we wanted to offer our condo-
lences to the CAW administration and ask
if their insurance policy would cover the
disaster. As we discovered, the twenty-
something-foot spike was the 3-D trompe
I'oeil ruse of an artist, not the mishap of
inept construction workers. More to the
point, it was the very cleverly rigged up
hoax of the artist whose retrospective show
occupied the CAW Gallery that month.
That was how Sam Wiener, an artist who
needed no introduction to most people,
first came to our attention.
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Manet's revolutionary painting.

Wiener is very difficult to classify. This
is partly because he is master of an as yet
undefined genre—Ilet’s call it three-dimen-
sional satire—and partly it is because he is
two people in one. His dual identity as
Evangeline Tabasco and Sam Wiener, natu-
rally, has a history. Like most things con-
nected with this artist, this particular his-
tory is funny, and as Wiener himself[ves]
tells it, full of self-irony. “In the 60s and 70s
I was involved in Mail Art.” Drawing a
blank from his interviewer, Wiener explains
that Mail Art, which was largely developed
by Ray Johnson, grew out of Dadaism and
one of its many progenies, Flux Art. Artists
would mail each other stream-of-conscious
impressions, and each artist would expand
on the epistolary contents of his/her corre-
spondent. “I found myself signing the

"Dejeuner sur I'Astroturf' is the title of this indoor
picnic suite. The seated figure, titled "Dinette." is a
ife-sized version of one of the deshabillés in Edouard

more whimsical stuff ‘Evangeline Tabasco.””
The name itself—two brands of Louisiana
hot sauce—came spontaneously to Wiener,
who grew up in Louisiana.

“In 1976, 1 had a chance to put on a one-
man show in a SoHo gallery.” That was
before SoHo, still the haunt of emerging art-
ists, had become SoHo, the Art Marketplace
of the World, so the space was not exactly at
a premium. “There was this extraroomin the
gallery where I was showing,” he recalls,
“and I couldn’t find anyone who was willing
or able to fill it on short notice.” So Wiener
took matters into his own hands, as it were,

and under the pseudonym of Evangeline
Tabasco, filled the “extra” room with hastily

assembled satirical pieces which poked fun at
just about anyone who deserved it at the
time—political and artisticicons, and those of
us who worship them, are Tabasco’s favorite
targets.

If space was in abundant supply
in the SoHo of the 70s, paid gallery
personnel was almost nonexistent.
Wiener found himself the security
guard, curator, and greeter at his
own show. “I was sitting in the
room with my own serious sculp-
ture, all these prize-winning pieces,
and people would come in, give a
cursory glance and go right for
Evangeline’s show. I would hear
them howling with laughter and re-
ally enjoying themselves while I sat
alone with my ‘real’ work.” Getting
upstaged by his own alter-ego
proved to be a milestone in his ca-
reer. “I decided satire and
whimsy would be a bigger part
of my public face,” he says with
good humor. Shortly after her
successful start as an artist, Ms.
Tabasco made her debut into
impolite society as Mona Lisa at the
Night of Living Sculpture event in SoHo.
Sam Wiener has graciously shared the stage
with her ever since.

The retrospective mixed-media exhibit
at CAW was, according to the artists, quite
representational of their five decades of
solo and collaborative work. The “objets”
ondisplay ranged froma “No-Gucci Green”
coffee table cum one-hole golf course (re-
plete with ball and club) to a collage under
glass of neatly assembled pre-rusted alumi-
num can tabs meant to mimic a museum
case array of archaeological artifacts. The
latter is part of the series entitled “Splen-
dors of the Sohites,” which takes aim at
museums in general, the Metropolitan
Museum’s gift shop, in particular, and, not
incidentally, the “civilization” of SoHo (“a
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culture based entirely on creative arts”).
Art Depot a catalog of some of Wiener’s
and Tabasco’s finest work, manages to
send up art consumerism; mass market
exhibits, of which the Traveling King Tut
Show of the 70’s was the prototype; just
about every modern artist (Claes
Oldenburg, Roy Lichtenstein, Richard
Serra, and even the grand spoofer himself,
Andy Warhol, among them), and the very
institution of the consumer catalog itself.

Surprisingly, for someone who is dev-
ilishly witty in his work, Sam Wiener's
manner suggests courtly benevolence and
stately grace (perhaps it is the subtle trace
of a Southern accent in his speech). He
insists quite convincingly that his satirical
work is just a “light hearted
way of seeing things.” “I ob-
serve trends that are going too
far, or are getting too estab-
lished, that have lost their hu-

mﬂr,"'he says. “I'm not just
poking holes in something, I'm
trying to create something

new.” When asked if he has
despaired of satirizing the cur-
rent political scene, he speaks
with the wisdom of a man who
has seen many swings of the
political pendulum. “What is
needed,” he sums up, hope-
fully, in answer to the question,
“is a Rush Limbaugh of the
Left.” He feels confident that
one will appear.
Professionally speaking,
Sam Wiener has succinctly
summed up hisvery impressive
career in his own prose on his
résumé: “Sam Wiener was born
in Shreveport, Louisiana. He studied archi-
tectureand art, with Josef Albersand Willem
deKooning, receiving a BFA from Yale
School of Fine Artsin 1951. Following three
years in the Navy and a year in Paris he
settled in New York City. From 1955 until
1970, in addition to studio work, he com-
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"I'm not just poking holes in something,

I'm t.r}-fing to create Smnething new."

pleted some eighty commissions in a vari-
ety of materials, collaborating with many of
the country’s leading architects. Since that
time he has concentrated on studio work,
teaching, and exhibiting.” Amongthe many
galleries and museums which have fea-
tured his works are the Lamagna Gallery
and Alternative Museum in New York, the
Barbara Fiedler Gallery in Washington,
D.C., the Aspen Center for the Visual Arts,
the Vassar College of Art Gallery.

To his professional CV, we add that in
1967 Sam Wiener bought a loft in SoHo,
which he still owns and to which he re-
pairs with regularity (“I have to have a
city somewhere in the vicinity,” he ad-
mits standing with seeming contentment
by his well-tended vegetable garden). He
is married to arts educator/media con-
sultant Maureen Gaffney.

Because this is a summer issue, and we
were thinking of somehow figuring the out-
doors into this piece, we invited ourselves to
Sam Wiener’s house in Guilford to see him
and his work in their native habitat. Despite
his having warned us that there was little of
his own work in residence, we fully ex-
pected to see something off the set of Sleuth,
teeming with fiendish mazes and perplex-
ing mechanical toys. What we found in-
stead was an island of Apollonian serenity.
An abstract painting from a much earlier
period was on the wall of a bright, spacious
living room, dominated visually by the stun-
ning view of a tidal marsh (“the reason I
bought this house”) and a very popular bird
feeding station (“our cat’s television”).
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designed by Wiener/Tabasco,

is based upon Picasso's "Guernica."

Outside, in a rambling, wooded yard, a
twenty-foot sculpture, entitled “Mondriaan
Takes a Walk,” which Wiener constructed
for the Special Olympics, is the most salient
man-made structure, though there are a few
other less recent pieces scattered about the
property. Abandoned and barely visible
from an overgrowth of ground cover
and weeds, a prone wooden Statue of
Liberty with a silly smile lay as a testi-
mony to another era. “That’s a bean
pole I did to celebrate the Liberty Cen-
tennial,” says her creator. “You should
have seen her when she had beans growing
all the way up to her torch.”

In addition to the derelict Miss Liberty,
“Mondriaan Takes a Walk,” a thriving bed
of vegetables and an unassuming herb gar-
den, the back yard has one other significant
Wiener creation: a recreation space consist-
ing of a hand-fashioned swing hung from
the high limb of a tall tree and a small, child-
friendly seesaw. Constructed for the occa-
sional visit of his grandchildren, these mod-
est toys in their agreeable sheltered setting
seem hard to reconcile with that steel beam
we saw jutting through the window of the
Creative Arts Shop Gallery last September.l




