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During last year’s New York print fair, the IFPDA hosted an intriguing
conversation between Christophe Cherix, MoMA’s chief curator of drawings
and prints, and artist superstar Jeff Koons, who had just published a new group
of prints. Given the specialized interest of the crowd and the nature of the
artist’s work, there was more than one question in the Q&A afterward that
probed into the level of actual hands-on involvement the artist had in the
production of his technically sophisticated prints (published by Two Palms,
New York, they are archival pigment prints on Innova rag paper, each with a
custom-poured, optically perfect, one-millimeter thick circle of mirrored cobalt
blue glass produced by the Corning Specialty Glass Plant in Bagneaux sur
Loing, France). Ever the smooth raconteur, Koons dodged those questions
brilliantly by taking a deep philosophical dive.
In essence, he claimed to be Platonist who believes in the purity of ideas that
are unblemished by the materiality of the world. To preserve an ideal form
conceived in his mind, it is important for him to avoid direct interaction with
any of his chosen media since this could only compromise the perfection of his
vision. To illustrate this further, he mentioned Play-Doh as an example. If he
were to try shaping the material with his hands into a form akin to one of those
ideals that—to quote Winckelmann—“had probably appeared to him in his
dream,” even Play-Doh, despite its softness and pliability, would put up too
much resistance and ultimately compromise and sully the Platonic purity of his
vision. Therefore, not getting involved at all with the production process is the
only true guarantee that such perfection can be preserved. The pun “Plato—
Play-Doh” was, needless to say, yet another of Koons’s flashes of utter genius—
and one that had already been explored in the exhibition Plato in L.A.:
Contemporary Artists’ Visions at the Getty Villa in Malibu during the summer
of 2018. “Play-Doh in L.A.” could have been an interesting alternative title, but
the august institution did not choose to take this less traveled road . . .

Jeff Koons, Play-Doh, 1994–2014, polychromed aluminum, at the Getty Villa, Malibu, summer 2018

The work of the German printmaker Anton Würth (b. 1957) is something of an
antidote to such highflying Play-Dohnic aspirations and a decidedly different
form of inquiry into the nature of art. Anton’s approach is diametrically
opposed to Koons’s strategy of abstention since it not only involves a technical
skill honed through decades of practice but also presupposes a willingness to
get one’s hands dirty.

In recent years, Anton has perfected his burin work through a close study of
such masters as Robert Nanteuil (1623–1678) and Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528).
The prints created in response to these forefathers, however, remain free of any
of the historicizing appropriation too often found in contemporary art. What
Anton gains from his observations of past practitioners continually informs his
artistic practice in the present: the elegance of Nanteuil’s taille, the precision
with which Dürer shapes forms through modulating lines, the astonishing
richness of Schongauer’s blacks, or the flourishes of Baroque ornamentations.

Anton’s latest dialogue has been with the German artist Philipp Otto Runge
(1777–1810) and his monumental, albeit enigmatic, print cycle The Times of
Day. In Runge, Anton recognized a kindred spirit. Both make art that resists
being easily consumed. Furthermore, Runge’s reliance on ornamental forms
resonated with his own concept of the Ornamental. For Anton, ornament is the
perfect visual expression of the interesseloses Wohlgefallen (disinterested
pleasure) that since Kant has defined the essence of beauty.

Philipp Otto Runge, Evening, 1803–5, etching and

Anton Würth, Essay on Runge: Small Evening, 2019,

engraving

engraving

The four Essay on Runge engravings all adapt the older master’s dichotomy
between frame and center. Yet whereas Runge remains recognizable in each
framework, the central images are entirely Anton’s own. The one exception here
is the bold motif of a three-fingered plant that derives from David Hockney’s
1964 painting Man in Shower in Beverly Hills (Tate Modern, London).
Reminiscent of the backlit silhouettes caused by the rising sun, the plant offered
itself as metaphor for the first print, Morning, and enabled Anton to ultimately
break away from the hold Runge’s imagery had over him. Only then was he able
to organize the interior compositions in his very own visual language.

Runge’s pared-down linework is echoed in the whimsy of Anton’s prints, a
lightness that hides not only the intellectual complexity of his work and but also
the intensive research, meticulous planning, and painstaking execution that
goes into it. In recent years, Anton’s choice of paper has also begun to play an
increasingly larger role, most notably after his encounter with the Japanese
gampi paper that Rembrandt often used for his later prints. The Essay on
Runge engravings are printed on a subtly ivory-toned 8 monme Echizen Ganpi,
which the artist, who makes regular trips to Japan, usually brings back from
Tokyo himself.

The finished prints are anything but flashy and positively incapable of ever
claiming any media attention. The truth is that it is virtually impossible to do
them justice in reproduction. What they require, instead, is the beholder’s
patient attention in front of the originals. At its best, then, Anton’s printmaking
proves that an involvement with the sweaty, smudgy, and inky aspects of the
material world can indeed hold the promise that an ideal of beauty might still
appear after all. At a time when we all have had to give up the ongoing
acceleration of our lives, this hope has actually gained an added relevance, if not
an urgency. Perhaps the Entschleunigung (deceleration) that the “new now”
has imposed on us can become the one good thing to hold on to once the
current crisis is finally over. What better time than now to take a moment and
start looking more closely? As the critic Faye Hirsch, a longtime champion of
Anton’s work, once observed when reviewing another print cycle by the artist:
“The time he spends on each of his projects seems generously to be transmitted
to us viewers caught in the rush of technology and spectacle, and we luxuriate
in the pause he invariably offers.”
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