











Stephen Mueller: The Painter’s Accord® CARRIE MOYER

dialectic of flat opaque shapes over atmospheric light, undisguised Buddhist
symbols such as all-seeing eyes are treated the same as silhouettes of cartoon
characters (the shape of Marge Simpson’s extra tall, cobalt blue hairdo is
especially beloved), the pulsating target of the Loony Tunes trademark, and
electric sunrises that might have come straight off a box of Celestial Season-
ings tea.

It’s not hard to see the visual double entendres and the high and pop
culture references that run throughout Mueller’s later work as a form of wry,
self-conscious narration. In some paintings, motifs that harmonize with
Buddhist religious traditions really do symbolize a desire for detachment and
freedom from suffering. In others, the exotic veneer of serenity is so high-
keyed it shifts into caustic commentary. The tongue-in-cheek, metaphysical
punning becomes especially poignant in Mueller’s final works. In one of his
most unusual compositions, Mr. Meltemi (2011, plate 14), round black clouds/
fans span the entire width of the canvas, obliterating the center and the cirrus
blue sky. Below ominous flat shapes, at the bottom of the canvas, a sun sets in
a fiery hot pink haze. Meltemi winds are strong, sometimes dangerous winds
that come up without warning in the Aegean Sea. Suffering from the final
stages of cancer, Mueller would not see the end of 2011, yet his wit persisted.

From his decorative use of “orchidaceous” color and his meticulous mas-
tery of craft, to his satisfying use of illusionistic tropes (drop shadows and sun-
spots are definite no-no’s of modernist abstraction), there are so many aspects
of Mueller’s oeuvre that anticipate the interests of contemporary painters.
His knowing hybridity, which pulls willfully from disparate art historical and
pop culture sources, is tempered by an unwavering compositional precision
and modesty of scale. It’s almost as if Mueller is showing us how to take our
constant state of visual TMI and use it to make something meaningful and
coherent. More than anything else, the effortlessness, sprezzatura, and visceral
joy that pervade Mueller’s paintings remind us of the exquisite pleasures of
existence. Let his ravishing colors soak your brain and flow freely through all
your somatic systems.
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