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How to Kiss the Sky: Kyle Staver’s Recent Paintings
by John Yau

October 27, 2013

You don’t see Kyle Staver’s dark, moonlit domains so much as become their invisible and unacknowledged 
witness and ally. In an age riddled with cynicism and laced with irony, she envisions a shameless alternative in 
which mythological figures, such as Daphne, Andromeda, Syrinx, Perseus, and a satyr, are at home.

Her current exhibition, Kyle Staver: Recent Paintings at Tibor de Nagy (October 17–November 23, 2013), which is 
comprised of four paintings, all nearly six feet high and a little more than four feet wide, In “Daphne” (2013) and 
“Syrinx”  (2013), the darkest paintings, the figures are pressed closer to the picture plane than in “Andromeda” 
(2013) and “Groupers” (2013), which take place in a nighttime sky and ocean.

As Charles Baudelaire remarked in The Painter of Modern Life, “Genius is no more than childhood recovered at 
will,” but with an “analytical mind […] to bring order into the sum of experience.” Staver’s genius is her ability to 
envision a mythological world from a child’s point of view, which is to say the vision of someone who believes 
that these figures exist as flesh, fur, feathers and blood, rather than as symbols or allegorical representations. She 
further amplifies this belief by depicting all the scenes in media res.

Even when we know the outcome of the myth, Staver calmly focuses on a transitional moment — as in Daph-
ne’s violent transformation and Andromeda’s perilous fall from the sky. The firm but delicate traces of glowing 
moonlight on the bodies, trees and clouds infuse the paintings with an otherworldliness that shares something 
with Giorgio de Chirico’s use of shadows. The difference, though, is straightforward: from the work alone, I get 
the feeling that Staver is warmhearted and has a sense of humor, which are characteristics I would never assign 
to de Chirico.
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In “Andromeda,” we are aloft in the cool night sky, hovering slightly above Andromeda, as Perseus, astride 
a winged horse, reaches down and rescues her from plunging to certain death. If, as the painting conveys, 
we have defied gravity and are high up in the moonlit air, near some clouds, then we too must be part of this 
world, which must therefore exist. At the same time, Staver underscores the otherworldliness of this realm by re-
vealing it as a place bathed only in cold white moonlight. Even when the action takes place on the earth, with 
the only illumination provided by the moon, we feel as if we are both in the painting and not in it – that we can 
reach out and touch a world that, at the same time, seems dreamlike and remote.

Formally, there is a tension between the figures and the space they inhabit, which infuses these paintings with 
metaphysical edge. In “Daphne” (2013), Staver depicts the moment when the nymph Daphne, tired of running 
from Apollo, who is desperately in love with her, is changed into a tree by her father, Peneus, a river god. Daph-
ne’s legs have taken root while her hands and arms grow into long and slender branches, with her right hand 
(on the painting’s left side) topped by laurel leaves. A wolf-like creature in the lower right-hand corner bares his 
teeth

Staver’s posing of Daphne near the canvas’s top edge makes the painting’s bounded surface feel cramped, 
yet the placement, which sets her before a dark blue sky barely lit by an invisible moon, hints at the limitlessness 
of the universe.  This is where Staver differs from her predecessors, going back to the wonderfully mysterious 
Piero di Cosimo and his “A Satyr mourning over a Nymph” (ca. 1495) and continuing up to more recent artists, 
such as Paul Georges (1923–2002) and Milet Andrejevic (1925–89). All of these earlier artists worked within the 
Renaissance pictorial convention of a shallow stage space with a landscape background, ranging from ideal-
ized to modern. Their figures fit comfortably into the pictorial space their artist-authors made for them.

Staver does something different and more contemporary in feeling. Clearly, she has absorbed many lessons 
from abstract painting. Daphne’s outstretched arms span nearly the painting’s entire length as her body twists 
toward the sky, while the nipple of her left, upthrust breast stops just short of the middle of the painting’s top 
edge. With her torso arched back, her upward turned face seems about to kiss the painting’s top edge, as if it 
were a physical barrier in her way.



O
N Kent Fine Art

210 11th Avenue, 2nd Floor
New York, NY 10001

kneumann@kentfineart.net
(212) 365-9500

KYLE STAVER PRESS

And yet this feeling of being hemmed in by the painting’s physical parameters is contradicted by Daphne’s 
new identity as a laurel tree, a living and growing thing. She wants to break through the barriers and she even-
tually will. At the same time, her palpable physical presence underscores the empty night sky’s limitlessness 
beyond her. It seems to me that in “Daphne,” Staver not only acknowledges that we are bounded beings that 
exist in an infinite universe, but accepts this unknowable state as both a challenge and an inspiration.

In this regard, Staver’s “Daphne” can be read as an examination of painting’s contested status, as surface and 
space. If you think about it, she is the artist’s alter ego and ours. The other way we might usefully read Staver’s 
Daphne is as a refusal to accommodate oneself to the critical discourse, especially as it is espoused by a rather 
powerful contingent of the art world that largely considers paintings a thing of the past. Daphne, a figure from 
the past who carries new meanings into the present, is a fitting emblem for the desire for freedom and the price 
you might have to pay to gain it. In the end, amid all these worldly pressures, Staver does not ignore the exis-
tence of the sky.

Kyle Staver: Recent Paintings continues at Tibor de Nagy (724 Fifth Avenue, Midtown, Manhattan) through November 23.
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Paradise Regained, If Only for the Night
by John Yau

September 13, 2015

I had not seen Kyle Staver’s frieze-like clay sculptures before encountering two of them in Kyle Staver: Tall Tales, 
her current show at both Lower East Side spaces of Steven Harvey Fine Art Projects (September 9 – October 11, 
2015). One clay was titled “Study for Icarus” (2015), which suggests that the artist’s painting, “Icarus” (2015), was 
based on the small, bas-relief sculpture mounted within a box-like frame. However, with another pair of works, 
according to their dates, “Study for Red Fox” (2015) was completed after the painting to which it bears a strik-
ing resemblance, “ Waterfall and Red Fox” (2014). In either case, the marriage of flat shapes and deep space 
in the paintings feels in keeping with the frieze-like sculptures. As for their subject matter, which is often derived 
from Greek myths, Staver shares something with Charles Garabedian: both believe in the beneficial power of 
the imagination. More importantly, both are adept at including the odd but touching detail, which adds a live-
ly twist to their staged pictorial dramas.

In “Unicorn and Shooting Star” (2015), a lambent blue unicorn is barely contained by the painting’s edges. A 
garlanded, zaftig nude has draped one arm over his back, while caressing his foreleg with her other hand. She 
has turned to look over her shoulder at a shooting star streaking across the sky. A brighter, larger star shines just 
in front of her pointy nose. Meanwhile, the unicorn’s blue tail becomes a 

six-fingered hand caressing the woman’s butt. These two details elevate the painting out of any sweet mire of 
kitsch it may seem destined to land.

The distinct strings of the unicorn’s tail, in addition to the hand, can also be read as the strands of a whip. 
Moreover, the direction and placement of the tail and of the woman’s hand echo each other, establishing 
an internal visual rhyme. Staver further inflects this rhyme by mirroring the kneeling nude with one of the uni-
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corn’s legs. In “Leda” (2015), the shape of the swan’s neck and head, bending to touch the wing’s outspread 
feathers – again I am reminded of a cartoony, abstract hand, this time with eight fingers – is both abstract and 
quirky. Draped across the swan’s back, Leda grasps one of the bird’s skinny, glowing orange legs in her sleep. 
The moment is intimate and comic. All the violence associated with the original myth and its subsequent retell-
ings, including William Butler Yeat’s famous poem, “Leda and the Swan,” has been wiped away by this sweet, 
post-coital moment.

It is in the details that Staver’s gift for re-envisioning these myths shines. Often, her creatures – which range from 
unicorns, fauns and birds to lampreys and dragons – are made of curving rubbery shapes that seem to be the 
result of the artist good-naturedly spoofing gestural painting and big, juicy, expressionist swaths. A fox shaped 
like a boomerang stretches across the bottom of “Waterfall and Red Fox” (2015) carrying a bloody dove in its 
maw. The paint handling is simultaneously incommodious and direct and, more importantly, all her own. The 
abstract shapes out of which she defines her creatures share something with the compositional approaches of 
Judith Linhares and Dana Schutz.

Staver is the master of incongruous elements: a black dog wears a red bow around its neck, while barking at 
Pandora, asking for attention; or St. George wears the kind of low pointy, transparent black boots that were 
derisively called “shit kickers” in my adolescence. Meanwhile, the dragon breathes flames on St. George’s 
crotch, and the damsel in distress, who is chained to a tree stump, is seemingly about to grasp his horse’s tail, as 
if to say that he need not try and rescue her. This could be a scene from a comic opera by Gilbert and Sullivan. 
Nothing adds up quite the way you might expect, but somehow it all holds together and even makes some 
kind of sense.

A number of paintings take place at night or in the evening. The sky is a dark or electric blue. In “Ganymede” 
(2015), even though it is daytime, the sky is a deep blue overlaid with glowing, puffy white clouds seemingly 
made from spun sugar. Ganymede is a symbol of the beautiful young man who attracts male desire, in this 
case Zeus, who disguised himself as an eagle so he could carry him to Olympus.

By revising a variety of well-known myths, and focusing on a moment other than the ones we are familiar 
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with, Staver seems intent on positing a fresh angle, another possibility regarding our understanding of intimate 
relationships. In this regard, she is a utopian who doesn’t take herself too seriously, doesn’t devolve into the 
ponderous or didactic. She prefers the comic and a light touch. There is an innocence to these dramas that is 
Chaplinesque. Like Chaplin, she seems to be on a rescue mission fraught with perils. She wants Leda and her 
other creatures to escape unscathed, even as a red fox stretches across the canvas carrying a dead bird in its 
mouth or lampreys rise out of Pandora’s box. Beneath the humor and eccentricity that animates Staver’s work, 
there is a current of dignity and somberness that imbues it with a depth of feeling. It is a rare artist who can be 
comedic and serious at the same time, while stirring up our sympathy for her creatures’ plight. Staver belongs to 
that small group.

Kyle Staver: Tall Tales continues at Steven Harvey Fine Art Projects (208 Forsyth Street, Bowery, Manhattan/237 Eldridge Street, 
Bowery, Manhattan) through October 11.
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In her own words: Kyle Staver
by Sharon Butler

January 26, 2016 

and more the Minnesota of my memory. They reflect my growing awareness of the uncertainties of life. I don’t 
think it’s an accident that these Mythical subjects are often taken up by artists in mid to late career. My re-
cent paintings’ latent anxiety, emotional/tonal heaviness, and darkness are not just reflections of my home in 
Northern Minnesota’s climate: I have grown increasingly interested in speaking with the big boys of western 
art, stepping into their homes, working with their darker palettes and their darker subjects, classical mythology, 
especially. I don’t feel at odds with artists like Titian and Rembrandt—I’m not arguing with them as a contempo-
rary female painter, although my own take on these mythic women is often quite different. I don’t subjectify my 
women; rather, they allow me to reinvestigate a myth from my point of view: rather than rape, there’s pleasur-
able co-joining, as in Danae and the Parakeet; rather than the terrified victim, there’s resistant outrage, as in 
Europa and the Flying Fish. At times I’m feeling closer to late Rembrandt than other painters who took on these 
subjects. I think of him as my friend, urgent and present in my studio. He’s someone I listen to very carefully. Our 
Danaes share a sense of erotic pleasure. They are not victims so much as active participants in a golden, sexual 
light. This is a wonderful conversation to be having, but I’m only ready for it now, after many years of painting.”

“Kyle Staver: Paintings, Prints, Reliefs,” John Davis Gallery, Hudson, NY. Janaury 31 -February 24, 2013.

Image at top: Kyle Staver,  Europa and the Flying Fish, 2011, oil on canvas, 68 x 54 inches.

“Lately I have been painting dragons, distressed maidens, and bulls 
with bad intentions. Titian, Rembrandt, Picasso, Redon, and Ryder 
have all preceded me to this trough and drunk deeply.

“Perhaps the greatest inspiration for my recent work is the Metropoli-
tan Museum’s Courbet exhibition: the personal/mythic narrative and 
atmosphere in Courbet’s work reminds me of the dark and weighty 
atmosphere of my native northern Minnesota, where the winter sun 
sets early and night goes on forever. The Northern light also leaves 
many corners shrouded and ambiguous. My palette is now deeper, 
and the emotional tone of the paintings veers toward anxiety as seen 
in Stags at Pork Chop Hill, with deer caught in a train’s headlights on 
a cold winter night. The Boys of Pinetop Pond inhabits a dark pine for-
est clearing with a foreboding drama unnamed but clearly sensed. 
The scenes in Europa and The Flying Fish (2011), Danae and the 
Parakeet (2011), Diana and Acteon (2012), Prometheus (2012), and 
St. George and the Dragon (2012) operate as Mythical metaphors 
for looming unavoidable disaster. My works have moved away from 
personal vignettes to more universally shared narratives. 

“These new painting are less the France of Matisse and Bonnard 


	Staver_Bio_PressKit_2016
	Staver_PressKit_Hyperallergic_01
	Staver_PressKit_Hyperallergic_02
	Staver_PressKit_TwoCoatsOfPaint

