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In today’s post-Postmodernist times, it has become apparent that what is left of
modernity’s dream of a radical break with the past is all but an unfulfilled promise.
The abstractions of Kandinsky and Mondrian, the reductions of Malevich, and, later
on, the explorations of the colors white and black in the paintings of Robert Ryman
and Ad Reinhardt—all of them are radical gestures that can nonetheless be
subsumed under the centuries-old trajectory of Western painting. Minimalists and
Post-Minimalists tried again by starting where others before them had left off—only
to realize that, as uncompromising as their stance might be, it could only be upheld
for so long. Frank Stella and Richard Tuttle are telling examples of artists who left
the reductionist aesthetic of their early works behind . . .

Frank Stella, The Marriage of Reason and Squalor II (1959), MoMA, New York

Richard Tuttle, Tenth Cloth Octagonal (1967), Art Institute of Chicago

. . . to become, albeit in decidedly different ways, playful masters of an expansive,
even baroque exuberance.

Frank Stella, Prinz Friedrich von Homburg: Ein Schauspiel, 3x (1998-2001), National Gallery of
Art, Washington D.C.

Richard Tuttle, I don’t know (2014), Tate Modern Turbine Hall, London (photo: Armin Kunz)

Once one realizes that past and present can hardly be uncoupled, it probably comes
as less of a surprise that artists are more often than not collectors of art—of their
peers, but also of those that came before them. Historic examples of collections by
artists such as Rubens and Rembrandt are well researched, and the latter will always
stand out as someone who essentially bankrupted himself by giving in to his
acquisitive passions. Harper Montgomery’s small show Artists Collect, organized by
the International Print Center New York (IPCNY) in 2011, gave fascinating insights
into the (print) collecting habits of Sol LeWitt, Kiki Smith, Philip Taaffe, and Richard
Tuttle.
For a dealer in the sometimes musty world of old master prints, it is always
refreshing to see artists such as Julie Mehretu, Sarah Sze, or Georg Baselitz find
something of interest among prints by Goya, Piranesi, or the French and Italian
Mannerists. It prompts questions about the connections between their own work and
that of the old masters who interest them. Some affinities are more obvious than
others: Baselitz’s figurative yet subversive art relates closely to Mannerism’s rebellion
against the classicism of the High Renaissance. To see the link between Sze and
Piranesi, on the other hand, one has to, quite literally, take a step back to recognize
the hidden architectural structures in her room-filling installations and how those
could relate to the invenzione of the Italian architect printmaker.

Giovanni Battista Piranesi, The Drawbridge (ca. 1749-50), from the series Carceri d’invenzione

Sarah Sze, Seamless (1999), Tate Modern, London

Yet most intriguing, at least to me, are those instances in which the relationship
between the work of the artist collectors and their collecting interests are, at first
sight, far more elusive. One of my favorite examples in this respect is Richard Tuttle.
Among many other things, he is deeply interested in the German Romantics. This
gave us the chance, back in 2013, to make his fascination the subject of an exhibition
at Pocket Utopia, Austin Thomas’s daring art-laboratory-in-the-guise-of-a-gallery,
which we organized in close collaboration with the artist.

Richard Tuttle: The Reinhart Project, Pocket Utopia, New York, 2013 (photo: Cameron Blaylock)

The Thrill of the Ideal

When visiting the concise Donald Judd retrospective at MoMA last week, I
remembered that there was a file in our archive on the artist which showed that he,
too, had collected prints. And since Judd’s relationship with old master art has, as far
as I know, not been given much attention, I thought it might be interesting to
attempt a first and very preliminary exploration of the topic with this (admittedly
somewhat too lengthy) Abwechslung.

Perusing the artist’s Complete Writings 1959–1975—a volume that contains the
majority of Judd’s art criticism, written on a regular basis during the early years of
his career—one can find only occasional references to earlier art. One is a brief review
of a loan show at the Morgan Library. On view were drawings of the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries from the Wallraf-Richartz-Museum in Cologne. Always quick to
opine, Judd ranks the works by Dürer and Leonardo as “conspicuously better than
any of the other seventy-eight drawings.” Others are “good in a small way.” When it
came to paintings, Judd tended to divide his attention between form and color.
Reviewing an exhibition of Tuscan art, he describes a small painting by Masolino
showing the Archangel Gabriel as “atypically composed” before breaking it down into
its elements: “The angel is turned into a partially radiating pattern, with his shoulder
as the center. His robe, which is a large triangle, is rose. Another robe, a lesser
triangle, detached from the center, is green. His wings are cadmium red light. The
ground is copper.” In his very last text, “Some Aspects of Color in General and Red
and Black in Particular,” based on a prize-acceptance speech from November 1993
when he was sadly already too ill to speak himself (Judd succumbed to cancer in
February of the following year), he recalls living in Philadelphia as a teenager in
1947. In the Philadelphia Museum of Art, “there is the left panel, the crucifixion, by
Rogier van der Weyden. The colors I remember are blue, not soft, and red, high and
slightly rosy. In my present vocabulary they are similar to RAL-Farben 3027,
Himbeerrot, and RAL-Farben 5013, Kobaltblau. In art school I used them in a little
painting and they remained Van der Weyden’s. I painted over them.”

Rogier van der Weyden, Crucifixion (ca. 1460), Philadelphia Museum of Art

How astonishing it is to see someone bring the same rigor he applied to his own art
to a painting by one of the great masters of early Netherlandish art! That Rogier’s
painting is fraught with emotion is of no concern to Judd. This feels consistent for an
artist who worked hard to attain an utmost level of purity. He never liked the
homemade look of his early three-dimensional objects and reached a breakthrough
only when he came across Bernstein Brothers Sheet Metal Specialties on
Manhattan’s Lower East Side in early 1964. This discovery was a game changer since
it made it possible to eradicate any hint of “handmade-ness” from his sculptures,
making them, quite literally, into what he preferred to call them: “specific objects.”

This quest for the autonomy of the individual work of art and Judd’s apparent
interest in color make it all the more surprising that he was clearly fascinated by and
even collected old master prints. Among them were two famous aquatint etchings
from Goya’s Los caprichos of 1799: the Self-Portrait that serves as the title page, and
plate 43, El sueño de la razón produce monstruos (The dream [or sleep] of reason
produces monsters), an image that encapsulates what Horkheimer and Adorno a
century and a half later would call “the dialectic of Enlightenment.”

Goya, El sueño de la razón produce monstruos (ca. 1797-99)

From a connoisseur’s point of view, it is also astonishing to realize that the more the
works in this small collection went back in time, the more extraordinary the quality
of the impressions. And throughout, the subjects of the prints remained cerebral.

Albrecht Dürer, The Dream of the Doctor (ca. 1498-99)

Dürer’s engraving The Dream of the Doctor is, like many mythological and
allegorical compositions of the Nuremberg master, a complex composition whose
meaning is difficult to entangle. The good doctor sleeps the dream of the unjust, and
the devil blowing the bellows into his ear probably plays a role in summoning the
vision of the naked temptress. I wonder, though, judging from the few quotes cited
above, if this and even further layers of disguised symbolism could ever have been of
interest to Judd. Was he not more interested in the way that Dürer created space;
how the Kachelofen is constructed out of squares and rectangles; how a small
pendentive juts out and provides support for a (circular) apple meant to be warmed
by the stove? The apple is echoed in another, larger and perfectly shaped sphere on
the floor below that looks as if it is about to be kicked by the putto once he has
mounted his stilts.

Albrecht Dürer, Erasmus of Rotterdam (1526)

Looking at Dürer’s Portrait of Erasmus of Rotterdam from such a formalist
perspective, one can see the appeal the image must have had for Judd, who owned an
unusually fine impression of this celebrated and sought-after print. The figure of the
scholar aside, the composition is filled with a multitude of rectangles that are
rendered in as many different perspectival angels: the tabletop, the lectern, the books
in the foreground. Only the large tablet that fills the top-left quarter of the image is
seen straight on and parallel to the picture plane. The tablet gives the names of the
sitter and the artist in Latin and adds a formula of deference in Greek in which Dürer
reminds the viewer learned enough to understand it that “a better portrait [than his
engraving] show the writings [of Erasmus].” Conceptual representation, therefore, is
ultimately superior to artistic figuration—an idea that must undoubtedly have found
Judd’s approval.

Martin Schongauer, Virgin and Child (1470s)

The artist’s collection of old master prints culminated in its earliest work, an
engraving by Martin Schongauer showing the Virgin Mary holding the Christ Child
who balances an apple on his left knee. The print, now in the collection of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, stands out in every respect. It is neither
one of those generic late Gothic depictions of the Madonna, nor just any impression.
By isolating the figure of Mary in front of an otherwise empty background,
Schongauer imbues her with sculptural monumentality. She is “stripped of all
suggestive accoutrements” and refined to a “point of unadorned simplicity.” While
these two quotes are taken from N.G. Stogdon’s learned catalogue entry on this small
masterwork of late-Gothic printmaking, they also describe quintessential qualities of
the art of Donald Judd. Similarly, the semicircle of grass that forms the base for the
figure can be read like a premonition of the rounded profiles in Judd’s so-called
bullnose progressions.

Donald Judd, Untitled (1973), Tate Modern, London

Running horizontally across the lower third of the image are various scratches,
remnants of the initial polishing of the copperplate that would gradually disappear in
later impressions the more the plate was run through the press. When it was
exhibited in 1956–57 in the seminal exhibition Prints 1400–1800, organized by
Harold Joachim in Minneapolis, the now-legendary curator speculated that this
“brilliant impression . . . may actually be the first one printed.” He deducted this
based on the scratches and touches of burr that the freshly engraved lines show:
“Even the rough plate edges picked up some ink.” And then there is the missing “S”
of Schongauer’s monogram. A printing (or rather, inking) accident? Or was the plate
perhaps not finished?

On the audio guide for the Judd exhibition at MoMA, one can hear the artist tell the
story of how he once shipped one of his works consisting of “stacked boxes” to a
collector with each box packed in a separate crate. He also sent a second set of crates,
all of them empty and meant to contain the internal spaces between the boxes. While
this was clearly Judd acting as agent provocateur and playing a practical joke,
conceptually he was dead serious. The central theme of his art is nothing other than
space itself, both in its material presence and its absence. A final speculation,
however farfetched, might therefore be allowed: could it have been the emptiness of
the background and especially the void left by the very absence of the “S” in
Schongauer’s monogram that, more than anything else, had appealed to Judd the
collector in this splendid early proof impression?
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