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=TRANGE FIRES

WHEN THE PAINTER VALTON TYLER was three years old, in the spring
of 1947, one of the worst industrial accidents in American history took
place in his hometown of Texas City, Tex., on the Gulf of Mexico coast.
A freighter in the port, loaded with more than 2,000 tons of fertilizer,
ignited and exploded, setting off massive fires as other ships, a chemical

plant and the refinery that dominated the town went up in flames. The
blast shattered windows even in Houston and was felt 100 miles to the
northeast, in Louisiana. Of the Texas City Disaster, as the incident became
known, Tyler recalls, “| was very young but | remember it well. Everyone
thought it was the end of the world.” He saw “flames that were bright
red at the bottom of the fire and pitch black at the top, stretching high
Into the sky,” and says, “Even today, | have nightmares.”



Thoze haunfing memorics and other colorful visions scem 1o
have inspared Trler 1o create some of the most unusual works 1o
ke found anvwhere on the contemporary-art scene. Tyler's finely

crafted pamtings, some as large as the mos ambitous Abstract-
Expressionist tableaux, defy easy cateponzanon. His images of
part-machine, part-plant, part-archifectural struceures, which ke

fhez-

calls “my shapes,” sumpest Star Trek spaceships on steroids or a
rant groavths from a futunstic Amazan. They are simadtaneously
surreal, cartoomsh, sci-6 Eantaste and apocalypeic-baroque, set
in unearthly landicapes that seem tmelesa,

Clavde C. Albrictan 111, founder and president of the board
of the McKinney Avenue Contemporary (cammonly kaown as

*The MACT), a contemparary-arts center in Dallas, has com-

missned many o |:|_l||:.|| paInTIAEE from Tyler. He SAVE, “ne
..,|_||_|||J Arg e I_!l.‘l'I all ot h,.,, |!|||._r|||.:'-.. are somehow a reaction (o
the Texas Ciey Are.” Afoer all, the collector notes, Tyler’s dra
MAL ||‘:|.|g|_':«. |r_...,.'||| ||1r_ |'.I|!L||||;. aminous lnrpms of the ]llll'_l.' ol
refneries the artist grew up seeing along the coast, Tvier him
-..1_-|r .1-;]_||'||I«. as |'|I'|.||_I|_ 15 I\:|'|||-l.l. |I.'|j|¢|ﬂ::‘|. o |'|.|' NEYEr |!-r|‘|| able 1o
'..||;||-q,|: l|'.|_|'5.|_' ._'|||||,|,||l_:-||d MiEMmoraes, hl:l: my ﬂ.h.l.pl.'g.. AT [ oy
||1l-\.Fl||'q:|5 tll.' !|:|_- .'ir-l_-_ r|||_"|.' .||.,,|| comee fresm my ||'.:.IZI-.|. and from
somewhere deep inside me.”

Technically speaking. Tyler is a seli-taughe arvist, a skilled
._‘Ir.|||,|||.||1_ ||r||'||: :'|'|:'||{|_'|' .J.|'||_| PREBDCE ¥ |-c:|l.l..|:lr|_'=. |.|II|IL'|_' manv-od his
peers NRAla1] ||'\.|_' "H .|,|||'. W |'||| I||'§.|| WETE ME0T Trail |'||_'|‘| L g 'i.-\,,"'\.l sols andd
whio lhave E|r|r|'|.'|1'||'|' made their very persenal works bor themselves,
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STRANGE FIRI

Gatfereg, 2009, o

with little or no concern abour mainstream media or are-market
trenads, Trler does not make pictures of local people, animals or
places. He does not wse cheap, plain howse paint or e applied to
any scrap of board. He does nos make mixed-media :nwuﬂ":u;:n.
that share affinrmies wirth the rradinional “yard aer® that decorates
the gardens of many rural, Southern homes.,

Instead, this edora-wearing, Texas-drawding elf of a man, whao
struggles with diabetes, PaiMms [TOM & Fecent h||.1 sutgery and other
ailments; pamnts with oil on canvas using a :-4:-|'|||hl|‘.11ﬂl ;.;|a.un|{
technique in which he builds WP Rumerous layers of transiparent
washes to create luminous, '-'itll.ﬂ:. miodeled forms. Sometimes
he mixes straight-out-of-the-tube oils right on the canvas, even
as he s painting. Normally, the method of glazing is associated
with Renaissance paintess, especially those of the Metherfandish
school of the 13th cemury, among whom i origrmated. It & not
method thar cypically comes o mind when thinking about a self-
taught painter like Tyler, who lives and works in a small hoase

TE TR T Rat-1 MY

T8 ¢ B4 inchda

in Laariand, a quiet suburb 1o the northeast of downrown Dallas.

Giorgio Vasard, in his 16th-cenpary Lives of the Most Excel-
femt Pairders, Sculplors and Archabects, the big bio-survey that
eitablished the Renaissance canon as we know ir, desceribed pic-
tures af wild beasts and monsters by the Florentine painter Piero
di Cosimo as being 0 “hizarre™ and "fanrastic™ and so packed
with “strangeness™ that they seized viewers” ateeneion with theis
inescapable allure, Similarky, there is sor nething abaor Tyler's phe-
tares that s mysterious and compelling, offering a echnical tour
de force and a curious spectacle ar the same time.

].ﬁ'ld r'-\. |‘.1I|'I|.".' CE0 &R .1|II-|'\I-.='!-|_1|!'| |'|_'_|":-\.\,'||;' ,'hnl'i .\]]“1 LT 1Y krhl'u.'"
as a skilled mixer of shiny paint oolors bor cars. Bt be 11r;|3.,::_{|c.J
'u'i-'lfll ':If'r'rli"\'hllll'l andd .I.|-\I 1'||E||||3I1|. a5 & rfh'ﬂlr {lr L1 I|||_I| Yonang "-.".||-
pouy bovunced aroand between his own tamily’s and his relagives'
homes. Fle claims chat at the time of the Texas City Dasaster he
had an out-of ]“'\-lhgh EXperiende and, laver, 45 a [CemnAger, thit ke
was visited by an angel who pinned him ro his bed—bat dad no



deliver any special messape from on high. Also during his teen
vears, while visiting his grandmother’s bome in northern Texas,
lve madke drawings with, be pointedly recalls, a heightened sense of
awarenest about what be was doing. *1 remembeer making lines in
a plain schoo] notebook.” he savs, “and watching as they became
alive and rook '.|'..||'-|.'. Ax [ drew, | became aware that this was
soanething | would never want to stop dosng.”

Fyler dropped oot of high schaol bat kater earned a diplama
alter moving with his mother and sisier to Dallas, where his older

beother, Robert, an architectural drafisman, already resided

'I':h.'r-.', he enralled in o commiercial-art school bue |,‘||'\-||I\.:'.| (il

A R

correcnlom so much ihat be soon beft, On his own, thoweh, he
read aboat modern art in the pubdic library and became especialls
imterested in the work of Vincens van Gogh. Larer, be worked as
an embosser at an engraving company, In 1968, when he was in
has earcly 205, a triend introduced him o Lucille Teasel, a for-
mer drugstore owner from Canada who had become an antiques
dealer. Teasel inszantgly .'l_'.,'l\..:.:'llr{'.f Ty E.'l":-\. T oS !.|||_--|: .|nd
offered him a reom 1o her home i exch I for 2t materi ||-\. Nplk]

his help around her shop




Teasel remarked ina newipaper mberview several vears before

het death b 2008 at the age of 100, *After all these vears, | szl
dan’t understand Yaleon's art, Sometimes | don't even like ic, But
| kmow ke's ;:-'--:I-J at ot and that he has to do in. He 15 somcone
wha has v paine.® Prolific and seeking appreciation bor his art,
as a young man Tyler used 1o leave his drawings along the sides
of Dallas streets 40 that pessers-by couald stop, pick them up and
take them, free of charge.

By the time he had met “Miss Teasel,™ Tvler's life had been
marked by a whole jukebox worth of country-song folbles and
puardian angel,” as he cabled her, helped steer
hitt away from the heavy drinking by which he sometimes tried
o escape his oown bouts of depressaon. In Fact, he admits, aleo-
hol only made his condition worse, but each fime he shook off a
hangover, lve felt more eager than ever 1o pet back o making are.
In 1970, Robert Tyler showed his brother's drawings to the late
Donald Vogel, the founder, with this wife, of Valley House Gal-
lery in Dallas and himself an accomplished modermist painter.
Vogel responded enthusiastscally o Tyber’s unusual ink-on-paper
drawings, which depscted, the artist recalls, “primitive versiona
of what later became my more complex --.i"|.|p|_-5.._d

o

wines, His new

The dealer arranged for Teler to be able o use the printmaking
Wnrk'-!""l!ﬂ at Southern Methodia I.:I'I'ﬁl.'l'i-ll'!-' 1 E'.l”:u. where ke
eltectively taught himself erching, aquanng and other Iﬂ.'|1r||q|.'||:'h.
Remarkably, ina just abour a vear's time, he rllldu-\.cnl editions

of 34 separate print images, incloding skillfully modeled anthro
PO pRIC OF architectural forms with wiry outlines, Ina 15972
book of reproductions of these prints, Tyler noted that, in them,
Ive hadd tried "o come as close™ as be could “rosculpoure withous
sacrihcing the |:-|.'.1||I:| and emaotion of the etched lines.”™ Indesd,
hve has long believed that his “shapes™ could actoally be realized
three-dimensionally on a monumental scale.

Yogel encouraged Trler to make ool paintings and offered 1o pur-
chase such works as regulardy as he produced chem. Thar acrange-
ment lasted almost two decades, providing the VOURE arist with
some income and Yalley House with a growing inventory of his
paintings. Jl.l-d.'l:l'.ﬂll.‘.' _|.;,.1.I|r=':. stll hasala re supply of Tvler's can-
vases from that p:'rn-d. Also im Dallas, Rovd and Connie Hiddell
have been -\.'-::-|!-|.'|.'|::||.'||.'h 'I-1_.'|r-r'1 micre recent, la rge-formar |'q,-|-.:i|-u||
paper drawings, which are available ot cheir gallery and frame
sha, Reddell Rare Maps & Fine Prints,

|3||:: ot d:".'-.-|-:|pn an image asing 3 limiged p,.ln,-:u; of essen
I.IJ”'!-' primmary |.'l::l|l:If'|. ;rrd, l":lll". FI.'EII:I'«'I.'. F Of CETTAIN 1'||';|'|| ifics
combaned with complementary colors {paur ['-In,-.h Ereet, orange) e
also works monochromancally i a grisatlle mode or with :«.|1|:5'|\.|_'
cilor-based FIJI-I:'I:H'!-\.. Grving his pictures such simgular ritles as
Cock-a- Do, Thumks arpr of Loy oo froem e Garfoon, Tyvber se1s
h1'|. I'5-|'|..1F1|:'\.- REAIOAT F!’.’II.IJ.TI'I.‘I color h.bq.kl_‘l!'lll'll-\.; MRS [@dEe
clabarate, they appear as cloud-flled skies or as tranguil waters

rippling with gentle waves. Up fron, his enigmatic, monamental
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“shapes™ hadd their places against such vivid fields of calor with
sl l-assurance and grandeur. Early in his career, Tyler's looming,
brooding forms were praimarily machine-like and archivecrural,
usually set in the near foregeound of a painting or drawing’s pic
torial space. Later, they became more pliant and sometimes more
plant-like, in composinons that resembled jungle chisters of trees,
vines and onderbrosh,

Tuber savs that, as he sees them, the strange strocoures he con-
jurcs up in his pictares “are alive and they all have feelings,” In
2000, an the oecasion of a retrospective of his work at che MAC,
he tald the now-retired dealer |'|5.:.'IL'.- Kind, who later showed
his paintings at her Mew York gallery: “My forms commuonicate
with sne ancther. T |'|r::| are |u'.'|||g tumn m-_|.'_e||'|=;, and | teel free
ancl |'|.1|'-'|'~1_.' when | am making them but | have 1o leave them and
ler them |.u.r1|:.r|r Wl I'}h'i has often said thar, in his IMARIng:
o, he sees whole coampositeoins that he 1#:""\-..|'|F:11'||‘.‘]I-:‘\-|i b LT -
diately set out o paing,

With thes i mind, he points to nAmerois pencel-on paper draw-
ings scartered on the Aoor of his modest studio, a simple, boxy
rosin attached to the back of his b bove, "ur"['qﬂf: froam an ever-
present baosthe of Deet Coke, the antist says, " [ hese |'-i|;1|,:r1_--'. juse
Heovay, and 1 try to get them down as Fast a they come. Somenimes,
buat nie .|.|1.-.'.1.:.'s.,_ I|'||.':|' LETVE A5 sfArting pui s for pa i1|:|r|g-'._" I the
sparsely furnished studio, a long, old wooden charch pew wtands
agarnst one wall, facing an easel Tyler uses for smaller picrures
and anorher wall on which he ha s |J|':|]c|". srretched canvases-in-
progress, On g litle table nexe o his casel lies a pile of sil-paing
fubes and cans stuffed with hvllql-'l'l'l- of well-worn brashes. &
few wooden stonls, their tops covered in multicolored patches of
buttery paint, serve as eagy-access palettes. Tyler explaing, “As
I'm warking, | can almost feel my shapes” different personalities
guiding me as 1|'-¢:r emerge th rnugh the peeint. Savmetifies [hl:}"l:c
subtle; somenmes they'ne srrong.”

Im a tocal newspaper arnicle published ar the time of Tyler's
survey af the MALC, Murray Smicher, & regromal folk art expert
and collecror of self-tanght artiss” works who curated the exhibs-
tion, told a reporter, *We were deiving somewhere... Malton was
driving anad he says, | am seeing this building with a hole in 5’
I said, "You're dreiving, Val, Just drive.’ He was seeing this whals
form,” Smither pecognized that Tylee's ary was and 15 born af total
ceeative freedom. “His paintings are not burdened by some awful
weight of certain schools or raditions in art,” he observed, add-
i, “There's nocthing theee that he connects . He just paints.
He has po.”

I¥ler’s close friend Rika Bowenbach, an art collectar and for-
mer antiques dealer who often helps the absent-minded artiss stay
an something of a tidy rrack—eeminding him oo take his medi-
cines, helping him with adminiserative tasks—notes that view-
crd who “do not understand “what it 18" or “what 3t means' when

=] aRFaanTrouEd wav §at




they look ar Valton's art have missed the point.” She says, "They

have ndy frame of reference to relate 18 (o becanse it 18wt based on
redlity. Then there are those who are blown away by this work's
W ueness, concreteness, ondor, shading and origingl subjecy mar-
ter and, above all, by che skill and mlenr of che artisn, They pec-
e Valton's gening,”

E:-'!tr has II\.I.'I: been known for kis II|.I|'.tr|'||_|r| |.ln,_|-|k e TR I.-|
1971, when he was making prints ar SMU, srodents waald arcve
tor classes in the IO TR, only 1 hnd the arrise ;|||||'.|1H:d ONET 4
tabie, where he had fallen asleep the night before. Lase year, be
fell and imjured His hip=an accident thar bed v surgery—uwchile
trying to move a large painting in his studio by himselt arouad
vy D Clock in the IMCFnEngE | .'||.:|'\.. |!||_' |'|.|\. |_'-c\-|_-|'\. '\.l.'l_lrl:|1|:.,; O 4 fetw
painting, a tripiych, and che efforr has been unussally raxing for

him. He LR with frustracion: I a commission, and ihke can-
vad that was provided i not what I'm esed to working on, so I'm
:'|.1.'-'||:|p,' i lot af trouble petting used ta o, and the PARAT i5n'T even
adke IO A% i should.® For a change, thiz new work is based on
an external soiiree, Pealm 23 which 5 one af Tyler's Favorie Od
Testament passages. Tyvler's large pacture uses his “shapes” 1o sym-
balically represent such themes as Crod's power and man's valner-
abilivy, which dare cated in the Biblical verses,
“1will get it done, and & will turn out well,™ he savs confidentls

1 see the shapes | have to pamnt, and what § se2 s my goide.™ Dip-
ping his brush into a patch of color on one of his paint-encrusted
palette-stoals, Trler reassures himself and adds, *I'm already see-
Mg a mew cmpozition, oo, Each new painting gives birth to the
next ane. Ies my b to bring these visions into this world,™ BY
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