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‘This New York artist’s self-proclaimed
irreverence, obsessiveness, and spirituality
add up to a contemporary equation for
abstract art.’
VA L ER I E G L A D S TO N E, A RT N E W S, 19 8 8

Peter Schuyff, Sylvester Stallone and Brigitte Nielsen. Hoffman Borman
Gallery, 1987. © the artist

‘Schuyff’s paintings tenaciously avoid the evocation of alternate implications. They
deliberately undercut their association to the purist ideals that were once integral
to abstraction. (Even his most ‘sublime’ illumination escapes the implications of the
pious). Nor do they appeal to the idiom of rebellion that has been associated with
the recent spate of figuration. With respect to humour, too, he limits his appeal.
What he does achieve in the absence of such implications is an unaffected work
that is essentially irreverent. By avoiding piety Schuyff liberates both the terms that
he engages and the nature of his occupation. It is this particular irreverence that
gives these paintings strength.’
NEIL CAMPBELL, ‘PE TER SCHUYFF’, PAT HE ARN GALLERY, NEW YORK, 1987
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PE TER SCHU YFF

White Cube Mason’s Yard is pleased to present an exhibition of work by Peter Schuyff.
His first comprehensive show in London, it features large-scale acrylic paintings
produced during the 1980s. A prolific period for the artist, this decade saw the
exploration and refinement of his abstract visual language.
Born in Holland, Schuyff moved to Vancouver at an early age, attending the Vancouver
School of Art before moving to New York in the 1980s. At a time of burgeoning
artistic experimentation in the city, Schuyff soon became a central figure in the East
Village scene, working for a period at Studio 54, sitting for Andy Warhol and living in
the historic Chelsea Hotel. Associating with other contemporary painters including
Philip Taaffe, George Condo and Peter Halley, he showed at the experimental, highly
influential Pat Hearn gallery from 1983 onwards.
During this period, Schuyff’s artistic language evolved from loose figuration to
abstraction, resulting in large-format geometric paintings characterised by their
accomplished use of colour and subtle manipulation of tones. Stating that the shift
was driven by a conscious decision to ‘think of nothing’ while painting, Schuyff
attempted to create works that were ‘emptied of meaning’.
Emerging out of this ‘anti-conceptual’ framework, the paintings in this exhibition
feature a variety of approaches to geometric abstraction. Made with layers of diluted
acrylic paint, Schuyff’s deftly graduated tones create light across the picture’s surface,
sometimes in direct opposition to the dynamics of its composition. His perspectival
rigour and visible pencil grids make reference to the work of Sol LeWitt and Agnes
Martin, and his use of red, blue, yellow, white and black nod to Mondrian and De Stijl.
In some ways, Schuyff’s paintings can be considered binary; a place where rigid serial
abstract forms and patterns can coexist with a fluid and dexterous handling of colour,
light and shadow, and where beauty can come close to garishness or pleasure can
partner with repulsion.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1988
Acrylic and pencil on linen
295 × 150 cm | 116 1/8 × 59 1/16 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1984
Acrylic on linen
229.5 × 168 cm | 90 3/8 × 66 1/8 in.

‘As a painter
with masterful
command of
multiple techniques that
traditionally served the representation of real
existing things, Schuyff divests his paintings
of their relation to reality, submitting their
design to the control of his practiced hand
and his desire to paint forms, shapes, and
patterns. This is a key aspect of his working
method: when “emptied of meaning” his
realistic painting techniques become not less
but more valuable because they can then
demonstrate their independence from the
real existing world.’

Peter Schuyff and Dennis Hopper at Hoffman Borman Gallery,
Santa Monica, 1987. © the artist.

J U L I A C ROT T E T, H AS B EEN, L ES PRES S ES D U RÉEL , 20 17

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1988
Acrylic and pencil on linen
229 × 168 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 1/8 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1988
Acrylic and pencil on linen
229 × 168 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 1/8 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1988
Acrylic and pencil on linen
229 × 168 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 1/8 in.

Peter Schuyff, Art News photoshoot, 1988

‘There are at least a dozen different
ways to represent light or darkness,
and I use them all […] The picture finally
develops a patina that describes a kind
of spiritual sensation.’
PE T ER S C H U Y FF IN T ERV IE W ED BY VA L ER IE GL A D STO NE, A RT N E W S, 198 8

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1984
Acrylic on linen
229 × 168 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 1/8 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1984
Acrylic on linen
229 × 168 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 1/8 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1984
Acrylic on linen
190 × 127 cm | 74 13/16 × 50 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1984
Acrylic on linen
190 × 127 cm | 74 13/16 × 50 in.

Peter Schuyff installation shot at Leo Castelli Gallery, 1987. © the artist.

‘When making a painting, Schuyff
usually begins by using a previous
work as inspiration. He applies
layers and layers of translucent
paint – often as many as 50 – to
each canvas. It’s a laborious
technique, ‘I feel increasingly
gratified as the process continues
and ultimately gratified when it’s
finished’, Schuyff says.’
VA L ER I E G L A D S TO N E, A RT N E W S, 19 8 8

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1986
Acrylic on canvas
191 x 191 cm | 75 3/16 x 75 3/16 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1986
Acrylic on canvas
191 x 191 cm | 75 3/16 x 75 3/16 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1985
Acrylic and pencil on linen
229 × 168 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 1/8 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1985
Acrylic and pencil on linen
229 × 168 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 1/8 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1985
Acrylic and pencil on linen
229 × 168 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 1/8 in.

‘Even though he was often associated
with geometric abstraction, pop
surrealism, conceptual abstraction,
Neogeometric conceptualism, or
appropriation, none of these labels could
adequately capture a body of work that
passed through all of these movements
in a coherent yet contradictory way.’
BA LT H A Z A R LOVAY, ‘ PE T ER S C H U Y FF: WO RKS 198 1–198 8’ IN H AS B EEN,
L ES PRES S ES D U RÉEL , 20 17

‘For me, the composition exists by looking at
the outer edges of the canvas, and yet
I rarely go off the edges. And my paintings are
not so tightly controlled, although they appear
so, and I like them to look that way. I think a lot
of the pleasure of looking at a great painting
has to do with an empathy for the wrist action.
I get a great kick out of seeing a game of pool
played really beautifully. And it is the same with
a painting. I like to see that there is a facility,
and the empathy for that facility is one of the
most enjoyable things of looking at a great
painting. I am an aesthete.’
P E T E R S C H U Y F F I N C O N V E R S AT I O N W I T H M I C H A E L K O H N ,
F L A S H A R T I N T E R N AT I O N A L , 1 9 8 5

‘Peter Schuyff’ at Pat Hearn Gallery, 1987. © the artist

PE TER SCHU YFF

Mr America
1984
Acrylic on linen
229.5 × 168.5 cm | 90 3/8 × 66 5/16 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Mr America
(Detail)
1984
Acrylic on linen
229.5 × 168.5 cm | 90 3/8 × 66 5/16 in.

Peter Schuyff and Pat Hearn, early 1980s, New York. © the artist

‘Peter Schuyff’s new paintings are some
of the best seen in New York this year.
At the moment, despite the unsavoury
excellence of Philip Taaffe and Peter
Halley, it is not too bold to say that
Schuyff is the best young abstract
painter in town.’
W A LT E R R O B I N S O N , A R T I N A M E R I C A , 1 9 8 6

PE TER SCHU YFF

Nicotine
1984
Acrylic on linen
229 × 168.5 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 5/16 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Nicotine
(Detail)
1984
Acrylic on linen
229 × 168.5 cm | 90 3/16 × 66 5/16 in.

‘Each [work] is painted with a simple
geometric pattern in two or three
colours – checks, concentric circles,
or concentric squares. The paint is
applied in graduated shades (varying
in lightness and darkness) to give
the effect of a surface hit by one or
a number of separate external light
sources… they are not just banal, they
are lobotomized, shiny things such
as might attract a magpie.’
W A LT E R R O B I N S O N , A R T I N A M E R I C A , 1 9 8 6

‘Peter Schuyff’ at Pat Hearn Gallery, 1986. Featuring ‘Nicotine’ (1984). © the artist

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1985
Acrylic and pencil on linen
228.6 × 167.6 cm | 90 × 66 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1985
Acrylic and pencil on linen
228.6 × 167.6 cm | 90 × 66 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1986
Acrylic and pencil on linen
190 × 190 cm | 74 13/16 × 74 13/16 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1986
Acrylic and pencil on linen
190 × 190 cm | 74 13/16 × 74 13/16 in.

‘The obsessive manner in which [Schuyff]
pursues the illuminated canvas evokes
association to both history and the heroes
of illumination. As one of its pleasures,
Schuyff’s work is the vivid evidence of an
artist infatuated with the romantic tradition
of painting.’
N E I L C A M P B E L L , P E T E R S C H U Y F F, P AT H E A R N G A L L E R Y, N E W Y O R K 1 9 8 7
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PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1986
Acrylic and pencil on linen
306.1 × 304.8cm | 120 ½ × 120 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1986
Acrylic and pencil on linen
306.1 × 304.8cm | 120 ½ × 120 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1986
Acrylic and pencil on linen
306.1 × 304.8cm | 120 ½ × 120 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1986
Acrylic on linen
190 × 190 cm | 74 13/16 × 74 13/16 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
1986
Acrylic on linen
190 × 190 cm | 74 13/16 × 74 13/16 in.

PE TER SCHU YFF

Untitled
(Detail)
1986
Acrylic on linen
190 × 190 cm | 74 13/16 × 74 13/16 in.
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‘Whatever else you might say about
Peter, he is not pretentious, so I have
not been pretentious for him. He told
me he paints “for the eye and from the
hand”, and I appreciate that. When I
asked him what response he’d like to
elicit from a viewer of his work, he said
‘satisfaction’, and he succeeds with me.’
R I C H A R D H E L L , ‘ P E T E R S C H U Y F F ’ S S H I N I N G S T U F F ’,
A S S O C I A Z I O N E C U LT U R A L E C O N T E M P O R A N E A , 1 9 9 4

Peter Schuyff Studio at the Chelsea Hotel, 1991. © the artist

‘This impression of impurity is one of the features that makes Schuyff’s style
unusual, even when compared to other exponents of the Neo-Geo, the group of
artists with which his name is associated. His mixed culture – that of a European
who relocated to America (and then returned to Europe) – seems to emanate from
his work, imbuing it with a particular charm. Schuyff’s Neo-Geo contains a touch
of manual dexterity and craftsmanship that produces an exciting contrast between
repetition and variation, coldness and humanity.’
STEFANO CASTELLI, PE TER SCHUYFF: SELECTED PAINTINGS, LUCA TOMMASI ARTE CONTEMPOR ANE A , 2016

BIOGR APHY

Peter Schuyff’s large-scale abstract paintings fluidly shift in approach and style,
connecting with movements such as geometric abstraction, ‘neo-geo’ painting, pop
art, surrealism and conceptualism in a coherent yet non-systematic way.
Born in Holland, Schuyff moved to Vancouver at an early age and then to New York in
the 1980s. A time of burgeoning artistic experimentation in the city, Schuyff quickly
became a central figure in the East Village scene, working for a period at Studio 54,
sitting for Andy Warhol and living in the historic Chelsea Hotel. Associating with other
painters including Philip Taaffe, George Condo and Peter Halley, he first exhibited at
the experimental and highly influential Pat Hearn gallery in 1983, presenting largeformat abstractions featuring geometric patterns in a limited range of colours.
During the 1980s, Schuyff’s work had moved from loose figuration to abstraction
and he began to use paintings and drawings bought from thrift shops as ready made
canvases for his own work. The ‘Overpainted Paintings’, a series that began in the
early 1980s and continues to the present, features abstract forms painted onto rather
than ‘into’ these found compositions. Often resulting in an unexpected combination
of elements, Schuyff asserts a position of neutrality with regard to the surreal pictorial
space created: ‘For the most part, I don’t react at all. I paint on the painting, not in the
painting... it’s very much about the surface’, he has said.
From 1985 onwards, Schuyff’s abstract language became more refined and reduced,
employing all-over patterns with engineered light effects, as if projected onto
the canvas surface from an exterior source or glowing from within. Masterfully
manipulating these shifts in light and tone, he creates a particular chiaroscuro effect,
often in opposition to and in direct tension with the orientating axes of his gridded
compositions. Circular pools of light are placed regularly across checked patterns
for example, the paintings tones appearing to evolve in a diagonal movement or the
squares of a grid perceptibly enlarge and break down in two directions at once across
the picture’s surface. Creating deliberate shifts in our perception and a dynamic sense
of movement, grids become wavy, distorted, rippled and unstable, like checked fabric
stretched over the painting’s frame, or bulging over an invisible spherical form. In this
way, Schuyff’s work offers an alternative path through modernist abstraction, rejecting
its purist ideals for something more ‘impure’ and complex.
In his colourful ‘biomorphic form’ paintings, curvy, organic shapes feature holes or
apertures and extend across flat, unmodulated backgrounds. In some, their forms
appear raised in three-dimensional relief, patterned in the same manner as the
background itself to suggest that one is emerging from the other. In others, Schuyff
sits the forms against single or dual coloured ground, creating two distinct planes

within the composition that relate but never seem to merge within the paintings
internal space. Likewise, in another distinct series of works, overlaid, thinly painted
shapes cluster or spread like clouds over schematic architectural spaces. Overlaid
rectangles or squares result in hovering geometric modular forms that create a
powerful, spectral effect. Vaporous and delicate, their layers of thinly applied acrylic
paint build to form central areas with an intense, dark tone: like a circular hole or
rectangular doorway centrally placed within the painting.
Often imposing a set of strict rules within which to execute a work, Schuyff’s method
allows for a systematized approach without overt, painterly expression. ‘Some of
my best abstract paintings were reduced to a clearly simple set of rules which I
simply had to follow till the end. I have to pay a lot of attention while taking little or
no responsibility’, he has said. His perspectival rigour and visible pencil grids make
reference to the work of Sol LeWitt and Agnes Martin while his use of reds, blues and
yellows with areas of white and black link to Mondrian and De Stijl. In some ways,
Schuyff’s painting can be considered binary, a place where serial abstract forms and
patterns can coexist with a fluid and dexterous handling of colour, light and shadow;
where beauty can come close to garishness and dissolution can partner
with resolution.
Peter Schuyff was born in Baarn, Netherlands in 1958. His recent public exhibitions
include the Whitney Biennial, New York (2014); New Museum of Contemporary
Art, New York (2005); and The Aldrich Museum of Contemporary Art, Ridgefield,
US (1996). In 2017 Le Consortium, Dijon, presented ‘Has Been’, a retrospective of
Schuyff’s work made between 1981 and 1989. His work can be found in the permanent
collections of MoMA, New York; MOCA, LA; The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York and The Fisher Landau Foundation, New York. He currently lives and works in the
Netherlands.
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