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DAVID DIAD (b. 1943)
MEAN THINGS, 1990

Sigreed and Ritked "Mean Things, 1990 Daad Dims'
(e the revene)

aoryhic and vinyl on Camvas

56 1 35 inches (142 x 90 cm)

Panted = 1990

Extimate: $80,000- 120,000 1___
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FROVEMANCE

Postmasters Galery, Mew York

EXHIBITED:

MNéw York, Postmasters Gallery, “1063-1991: a reasl abegory,”
Cctober 17, V99 -Movember 7, 1991

Merw York, Musoum of Mogern An, “Devid [kec: 25 Yoars of Ha
ArL" August T, 1993-October 3, 1993

Amatendam, Stedeljk Museum, "Davad Diaeo: 5 Year Plin,”
Febnuary 18, 1994-Apeil 6, 1954

Paris, centre rationad d'art et culture Georges Pompidou,
“Darvad Dhmd,™ Parns, May 14, 1954- Ociober 5, 1994

Auction Record, 2011

ne imagines David Diao’s not-quite retrospective at Postmasters, the

gallery's last in its Chelsea space, being accompanied by a catalogue essay

titled 'Painting: The Task of Melancholy’. Academic types, of which Diao is
one, will recognise that title as a play on art historian Yve-Alain Bois's now canonic
1986 essay, where ‘mourning’ stands in place of ‘melancholy’ and in which painting's
‘death’ as a coherent medium has been assumed. Those same types will go racking
their heads for Freud's distinction between the two concepts — hint: in mourning, one
works through the loss of something; in melancholy, one fails to work through this
loss because one doesn't know, is not conscious of, what it is that was really lost. In
mourning we grieve, but we get over it, by working through the grief; in melancholy,
we can't work through it, so we circle it, over and over and over again.
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Diao has been active since the late 1960s, when he gained recognition for the kind of
rigorous procedural abstraction that Robert Ryman {a hero of Bois's) had staked out
earlier in the decade. But Barnett Mewman is the artist’s hero, and here homage is
paid by the recent Spine 1 (2013), a screenprint of the cracked spine of a Mewman
catalogue that has been in the artist's personal library for decades - it runs down the
centre of the painting’s large acrylic field just like one of Newman's zips. Newman
appears again in Twice Hammered (201 1), where one finds the reproduction of Diao's
earlier Barnett Newman: The Paintings (1980; for which Diao presents all of
Mewman's paintings at small scale and reduced to the shapes of their canvases) next



to that work’s accompanying catalogue entry from a May 2005 Christie’s Hong Kong
20th Century Chinese and Asian Contemporary Art sale. The work was estimated at
$40,000-%60,000 and ‘hammered’ down at $7,000, at least that is what is pencilled
in on the page. ‘Ouch,’ one thinks, but then remembers the exchange rate; and in
2005, US$7,000 would net one roughly HK$54,500, well within the estimate, and so,
depending upon your perspective, either a tragedy or a steal.

It is exactly this question of worth and value - not just what Diao's paintings are
worth on the market (see Sales (Small), 1991, which catalogues the artist’s auction
record), nor how they are valued by one of the artworld's reigning investment banks
(see Double Rejection 1 (MoMA Boardroom), 2012, which reproduces a work that no
longer hangs in the museum'’s innermost sanctum), but also how the artist conceives
of his own value in relationship to the history he himself values (see Salon 2, 2011,
which juxtaposes a photograph of Diao reclining in a Barcelona chair at Philip
Johnson's Glass House with one of Philip Johnson himself, Andy Warhol, Robert
AM. Stern and others in that same exact spot) — that is at the centre of Diao's
practice as a painter. One would even say he circles it, over and over and over.
Melancholics of this order are sometimes tough to bear. But after a time - 40 years,
say - their endurance can only be called heroic.
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