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belong to the collection of
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Hilma of Klint

BACK FROM
THE BEYOND

Hi!ma af Klint, a Swedish
painter who came from a
prominent naval and scien-
tific family, died in 1944 at
the age of 81. In her will,
she decreed that her works
of art, which had been seen :
only by a few close friends. |
should be kept together by
her nephew Erik. She fur-
ther stipulated that they
should not be shown public-
ly for at least 20 years, when
the world might be ready to
receive them.

In the *60s Erik tried to
find a public institution to
care for the legacy—more
than 1,200 paintings, draw-
ings, notebooks, sketch-
books, and watercolors.
““He was met with incom-
prehension,”” says Ake
Fant, curator of the Stiftel-
sen Hilma af Klints Verk,
the private foundation in
Stockholm Erik finally es-
tablished in 1977 to admin-
ister the collection.

By the mid-"80s the art
climate had changed. In
1986 more than a dozen af
Klint paintings appeared in
the inaugural show of the
revamped Los Angeles
County Museum of Art,
*“The Spiritual in Art: Ab-
stract  painting  1890-
1985."" Artists and histori-
ans who saw them were
stunned to find an early ab-
stractionist of such remark-
able authority—yet one who
was almost unknown, Now,
thanks to a sweeping survey o
of her work at New York's =
Institute for Art and Urban ~

Af Klint's arcane spiritual beliefs gave rise to such pai

ings as Group 10, Altar Picture No. 2, 1915.

Resources (better known as
P.S. 1), the breadth of her achievement has
become clear. The show was like a great
archeological find: room after room of uni-
magined riches. Critics gave it prominent
reviews, Artists went back again and again
and began to speak of “‘Hilma™ with
triendly familiarity. **The work looked [}
it was done yesterday.™ one visitor sai
Al Klint was a respected member o

Swedish academy who began her career in
the conventional way, making portraits,
landscapes, and still lifes. But she was not
like most people, and she knew it, Even as

# child, she experienced incxplicable vi
fons the futu.c: Religion—especially
! nd spritsm became an im
WLkl 1er life. Int 1 s she
{ nees @ mal

circle of women friends. She frequently
acted as the medium herself during the
Se8sions, sitting in a trance and conveying
messages to the group from the spiritual
world. The women were first urged to carry
out automatic writing, then automatic
drawing. And in 1904, according to af
Klint, a spirit called Ananda informed her
thit she would be asked to execute ** paint-

SUMMER 1989 a8
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Af Klint insisted her work remain hidden
until the world was ready to receive it.

ings on the astral plane.” Another spirit
guide, Amaliel, said sternly: ““You shall
deny yoursell so that your pride shall be
broken. ™" The artist wrote in her notebook:
“*Amaliel offered me a commission and |
immediately replied: yes."" She was 42, not
a young woman any longer. .

but so she embarked on her
true life’s work.

There were years of prelim-
inary, purifying exercises.
The first painting af Klint
“received’” from her spirit
advisers, Primordial Chaos
(1906), is almost a landscape.
A page-size unstretched can-
vas. it presents an embryonic
shape floating cloudlike in a
pale blue field above a hori-
zon. A choppy, dark blue
stripe of paint across the bot-
tom can be seen as a rugged
sea. The image is reinforced
by a veil of slanted. roughly
marked black lines over all—
a violent storm suitable to the
creative spirit. The same year
brought a series of 26 small
oils, which she designated the
WU Series.”" Done predom-
inantly in muted blues and
greens, they show penta-
grams, spirals, and astral
symbols that seem to float on
thinly painted fields.

Another **“WU'" series fol-

Innovative abstractions like
Group 4. The Ten Greatest
No. 3. Youth, 1907, were
made in isolation from other
abstract artists of the day.

86 ARTnews

lowed, this time of larger canvases. The
works arc full of pellucid pinks as clear as
the pinks of Matisse. Delicate lines of blue,
white. or yellow trace petal shapes or spell
out words representing sounds spoken by
her spirit guides: **vreu,’” “euw,’" “urv.”
One small painting, Group 2. Series WU
1907, which looks uncannily like an carly
Elizabeth Murray, is an exquisite work of
undulating lines and a fAowerlike image.
The fAower is one of hundreds of natural
forms used in scores of paintings. One
strikingly sinuous series is based on swans,
and there are studies of violets and their

: ““guidelines.”” or geometric symbols, pos-
sibly used to meditate on the properties of
different flowers.

If the artist had confined her work to
such delicacies. it’s unlikely that she would
impress us today as she does. But af Klint,
working in virtual isolation, with no knowl-
edge of the paintings of Kandinsky, Kupka,
or Malevich, also happened to make some
of the strongest, largest, leanest works in
the history of early abstraction.

In May 1907, after a period of fasting
and prayer, af Klint began what she called
the ““Ten Great Figure Paintings."* Done in
egg tempera on paper and canvas, these
brilliantly colored pictures are each almost
eleven feet high and eight feet wide. (Her

farmer neighbors wondered why she
bought so many eggs. ) These **figure paint-
ings."" each completed in about four hours,
are abstract. composed of rounded organic
shapes floating on single-color back-
grounds—bright orange, for example, in
Youth. These exuberant works, often in-
cluding details of numerals and phrases in
neatly inscribed script, precede a four-year
period, ending in 1912, during which the
artist stopped painting altogether.

Af Klint was an ascetic person, always
dressed in black, always upright and strict
(though children remember her as “‘kind
and cheerful,”” Fant says). Her paintings,
however, are almost voluptuous in the full-
ness of their colors, even after the *“Ten
Great Figure' works, when her organic
forms gave way to the stricter geometry of
centered circles and triangles that she em-
ployed from the mid-teens to the early "20s.
Yet the most astonishing paintings of her
long, secret career were done around 1915,
She worked in robust reds, lustrous whites,
hot yellows, deep blacks, and the tenderest
violets and pinks. using thick and buttery
paint. Despite their vivid colors and tex-
tures, the works bespeak a preternatural
calm and simplicity.

Af Klint was not a painter's painter in her
lifetime, but she has emerged as one today.
The content of her paintings is
arcane, and the oceult under-
pinnings may seem irrelevant
to the ordinary viewer. But
her remarkably focused ideas
about her spiritual search—
and how to conduet that very
real search in her art—tell in
the paintings’ commanding
presence. ]

Af Klint's anonymity may
linger on, however, among a
larger art audience. Because
her pictures can’t be separated
and sold, there is no infra-
structure of influential, com-
mitted collectors and art deal-
ers to promote them, so they
may never be shown widely,
; except perhaps in alternative
museums. Without any hype
value, af Klint is the antithesis
+ of S0 many contemporary art-
ists. We look at her work only
for itself because its freshness
as well as its unfamiliarity
make it new. and because it
speaks of instinet, intellect,
and the kind of profound seri-
ousness of purpose that we all
hope to be capable of in some
sphere of our lives.

—Margaret Moorman

Margaret Moorman iy a se-
nior editor of ARTnews.
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Hilma af Klint

BACK FROM
THE BEYOND

H|Iu|.| al Klint, a Swedish
painter who came from a
prominent naval and scien

the family, died in 1944 at
the age of 81, In her will

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY

she decreed that her works
ot art, which had been seen
anly by a few close friends
should be kept together by
her nephew Erik She fur
ther stipulated that they
should not be shown public
ly for at least 20 years. when
the: world might be ready 1o
receive them

In the "60s Enk tried
hind a public instutution to
care for the legacv—more
than 1,200 paintings. draw

prehensin sdvas Ake
Fant. curator ol the Suftel
sen Hilma af Verk
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ister the collection

By the nud-"R0s the art
climate hud changed. In
1986 m an wen al
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the inaugural show of the
revamped Los  Angeles
County  Museum ol Art
“The Spimtual i Art. Ab
stract pamnting | B4
1985 Artists and histon
ans who saw  them  were
stupned 1o find an carly ab
stractiomist of such remark
able authority—yet one who
wits almost unknown, Now
thanks 1 SWECPINE survey
af her work at New York's
Institute Tor Art and Urban - A a . ; -
B Rl fain e LAt e Af Klint's arcane spiritual beliefs gave rise to such paintings as Group 10. Altar Picture No. 2, 1915.
E.S. L), the breadth of her achievement has  Swedish scademy who began her career ir iele o women friends. She i
become clear. The show was like o great  the conventional way. making portraifs acted as the medium herselt du
archeolog hind: room after moom ol un Fandscap md still Tifes. But she wis not  sessions, sitiing i a trance and conye
magined nches. Cninies ye it prom il liKe most people. and she Knew ar kv as messages W the group Trom the spintual
reviews. Artists went back agam and agan t chald, she expenenced mexplicable vi world. The women were lirst droed to carry
and began to speak of “Hilma'™ with  sions of the future. Religion comtlly  out automatic writing, then  auto
Iriendly tamiliarity I'he work looked [ik Chrastianity wd spiritysme became an um drawimg. And in 1904, aeoorchng W 3
towas done v une visitor sand ' 11 the late TSROs § . a spint called Ananda informed her

AL B LD s swpected member ol th arted o m ol es aith o small  that she would be askye yeaclute T paint
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Af Klint insisted her work remain hidden
until the world was ready to receive it.

mes on the astral plune.™ Another spirit
Amalie! You shall
deny vourselt so that vour pride shall be
broken: = The artist wrote in her notehaok
Amalic
immeduirely o

guide. saidd sternly

me o' commassion ind |
ephied: ves. ™ She wis 42, not
i any longer.
ciibarked on her
true lile s wirk
vears of prelim-

4 voung

but se she

Fhere wen
mnary puriising
The first
“received”

CRCTUINGS
Klint
from her spirit
advisers. Prmordial Chaos
19061, 15 ¢ st landscape
A page-size unstretehed can
wits, IF presents an embryonic

painting af

shape floating Cloudlike in a
pale blue ficld above a hori
zon. A choppy. dark blue
stripe ol paint across the bot

roed
iforced

tom can be seen s i
sei. The

by a verl of slanted. roughly
mirked bluck lines over all

i violent storm suitable to the
I'he same year
s of 26 small

creative spirit
brought a se
oils, which she designated the
WU Series. " Done predom-
mantly in muted blues and
they show penta
astral

greens,
grums and
svmbols that scem to fMloat on
thinly panted lields
Anather WL series tol

Innovative abstractions like
Group 4. The Ten Greatest
No. 3. Youth, 1907, were
made in isolation from other
abstract artists of the day.

L1

lowed. this me of lurg canviases The
works are full of pellocid pinks as clear as
the pinks of Matisse. Delicate lines of blue,
white. Or yellow trace petal shapes or spell
out words representing sounds spoken by
her spint guides euw.™" v
One small painting. Group 2. Series Wi

1907, which looks uncannily like an carly
Elizabeth Murray . ioam exguisite work of
undulating hines and o Nowerlike image
The Nower s one of hundreds of natural
torms paintings. Cne
stikimgly siuous seres 1s based on swans,
and there are studies of violets and their

vieu,

used i seores ol

Cpudelines. T or geometne svimbals, pos
stbly used o meditite on the propertics of
different Nowers

I the artist had contined her
such delicucies. its unlikely thut sh

mpress us today s she does. But al

wurk 1o
woneld
Klint
working in virtial tsalation, with no know |
edge of the pantings of Kandinsky. Kupha,
or Malevich. also happened to make some
of the stror I leanest works an
the history of carly abstraction

In May 1907 wier o penod of Tasting
and praver. al Khint beg
the **Ten Great i

est, | rsl

in what she called
nintings " Done i
cge lempera on paper and canvas, thes
brilliantly co tures are cach almos

L erght teer wide . tHer

cleven teet high

farmer wondered why she
Pought so many egps. ) These ““ligure paint
ings, " each completed in about four hours,
are abstract, composed of rounded organic
shapes  flouting on single-color  back-
grounds—bright orange. for example. in
Youth. These exuberant works. often in
cluding detanls of numerals and phrases m
neatly mscnibed seript., precede a tour year
period. ending in 1912, during which the
arnist stopped painting altogether

Al K wiis un ascetic person, alwiys
dressed in black, always upright and strict
ithough children remember her as
and cheerful.™ Fant says). Her paintin
however, are almost voluptuous in the tull
ness of their colors. even after the ~“Ten
Grear Figure™ works, when her organic
lorms gave way to the stricter geometry of
centered circles and triangles that she em
ployed from the mid-teens to the carly “20s
Yet the most astomishing paintings of her
long, secret carcer were done around 1915
She worked in robust reds. lustrous whites
hot yellows. deep blacks, and the tenderest
violets and pinks. using thick and butters
pant. Despite their vivid colors and ey
tures, the works bespeak o preternatural
calm and simplicity

AL KIint was nota puinier’s painter in hicr
litetime., but she has emerged as one todan

neighbors

Fhe content of her paintings j-
drcane, and the occult under
pronings muy seem arrelevant
to the ordinary viewer. Bu
her remarkably focused deas
about her spiritwal search
and how to conduct that very
real search in her art—tell in
the ngs"  commaniding
presence

AL Klint's anonvmity nuis
linger on, however, am
lurger art audience. Bec
her pictures can't be separated
and sold. there s no infiu
structure ol influential, com
mitted collectors and ant deal
LIS 10 promote them, so thes
may never be shown widel
except perhups in alternative
muscums. Without any hype
vitlue. af Klint is the untithesis
ol so many contemporary ar
1sts. We look at her work only
for itself because its freshness
as well as it unfamiliant
make it new, and because it
speaks. of instinet. intellect
and the kind of profound ser
ousness of purpose that we all
hope to be capuble of in some
sphere of our lives

—Margaret Moorman

Marearer 'I-J'.nu'uu;r o
nier editor of ARTrews
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Af Klint's arcane spiritual i}e!i_e_ls gave rise to such painring_s as Group 10. Altar Picture No. 2, 1915,

crele of women friiends. She frequently
acted as the medium herself during the
SCASI0NS, sitting in G trance and conveying
messiges 1o the group from the spiritual
world. The women were lirsturged to carry
iing. then
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Af Klint insisted her work r
until the world was ready to receive it.

mgs on the astral plane.™™ Another spirn
suide, Amaliel, swd sternly: ““You shall
deny sourselt so that your pride shall be
broken. ™ The

Amaliel oftered me
ately replied. yes

riist wrote inher notebook
v comnussion and |
TS She was 42 not
Uovoung womin any fonger
but su she embarked on her
true lile’s work

There were vears of prehm
mary,  purifving
I'he first painting uf
“received”” from her
advisers, Primordial
CIR06 ), 15 almost i Lindscape
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spirit
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A page-size unstretched can-
viis. if presents an-embryonic
shape Noating cloudhike 1 a
pule blue field above a hon
zon. A choppy. dark blue
stripe of paint across the bot
tom can be seen us a rugged
sea. The imuage s reinforeed
by a veil of slanted, roug

marked black lings over i

a violent storm suitable to the
creative spirit. The same year
brought a senes ol 26 small
wils, which she designated the
WU Series. " Done predom
blues ind
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greens. they show
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thinly panted fields

Another =~ WI seres Tol

Innovative abstractions like
Group 4. The Ten Greatest
No. 3. Youth, 1907, were
made in isolation from other
abstract artists of the day.

a6

owed, this time ol larger canvases. The
warks are tull of pellucid pinks as clear as
the pinks ol Mansse: Delicate lines of blue

white. or yellow trace petal shapes or spell
out words representing sounds spoken by
her spinit guides: ““vren
One small ponting, Group 2. Series WL

1907 which Tooks uncannily hike an carly
Elizabeth Murtay. i an exguisite work ol
undulating lines and w Nowerhke image
Fhe Mower
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ol hundreds of natural
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mgs, " each completed in about four hours
are abstract. composed of rounded organic
shapes floating on single-color  back
grounds—bright orange. for example. in
Yowth, These exuberunt works, often in
cluding details of numerals and phrases in
neatly inseribed seript, precede o lour-year
period, ending in 1912, g wihich the
artist stopped painting altogether
Af Klint was an ascetic person, alwiys
dressed in black. always upright and strict
(though children remember her as “kind
and cheerful,”™ Fant says). Her pantings.
however, are almost voluptuous i the full
ness of their colors. even atwer the ~ Len
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centered circles and triangles thut she em-
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hot yellows. deep blacks, and the tenderest
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her remarkably focused ideias
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and how to conduct that very
real search in her ant—tell m
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presence -
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linger on. however, umony a
larger art audience. Because
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and sold. there s no infra
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€S o promote them. so they
miy never be shown widels
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the age of 81, In her will
she decreed that he
of-art, which had been seer
only by a few close triends
should be kepr together by
her nephew Ernk. She fu
ther stipulated that they
should not be shown publi
Iy for at least 20 years, when
the world might be reads
receive them

In the "60s Enk tned o
find a4 public institunion
care ftor the legac
than 1.200 pain
notebooks.

and waterco

mes
hooks
He was met

prefignsion, By

with

Funt. curator of the S
sen Hilma af K v
the private foundat
Stockholm Enk fina
tablished n 1977 to ads
ister the collection

By md-"80s
climate  had chan
1986 more than a ¢
Khint painu
the inaugural

appes
show
revamped Los Ang
County Museum ol Ant
“The Spirttual i At Ab
strict 1 840
1985

painting
" Amtsts and histon
ans who saw them wer
stunned to hind an carly
stractionst of such remark
able authority—yvet one wh
was glmost unknown Now
thanks 1o a sweeping survey
of her work at New York's
Institute For Arnt and Urban
Resources (better known
S AL
become clear
archeological find

breadth of her achievement has
The show was like a great
rowm alter roam ol wm
magined riches. Crites gave
Artists went bach
ol Hilma™  with

wiked hike

isttor sard

It prominent
Teviews dagan and agam
and began 1o

rendly

speik
umiharnty
done vesterday i

ed member of the

It wi

AL Kl was o resg

Swedish academy who began cureer in

the conventional way, makimg portraits,

landscapes, and still lifes. But she was not
like most people. and she knew it. Even as
1 child, she experienced mexplicable vi
sions of the future. Religion—especially
i spiritism became wn i

Christumity !
portant part of her Life Inthe lae 18805 she

started 1o take part i scances with o smll

ARTne

Af Klint’s arcane spiritual beliefs gave rise to such paintings as Group 10. Alfar Picture No. 2, 1915,

Iowomen Iriends. She trequently

acted as the mediom herself dur 1 the
SUSSIONS, sitting in 4 trance and conveying
roup trom
T were first d o carry
then

according  w uf

to the

messuges

wiorld, T

spiritual
W 1
b dautormiiie wrtng matic
drawing And in 1904
Khint i sparit called Anandac informed her
that she would be asked to execure ““paimt




FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY

Collection:

Series.Folder:

MoMA PS1

I.A732

Af Klint insisted her work remain hidden
until the world was ready to receive it.

mngs on the astral plane.” Another spirnt
guide. Amalicl. said sternly: *You
deny yoursell so thar your pride shull b
broken
Amalicl ol
mmmediate!

shall
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Innovative abstractions like
Group 4. The Ten Greatest
No. 3. Youth, 1907, were
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abstract artists of the day.
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vialers and pinks, using thick and butiery
pamnt. Despite their vivid colors and tes
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offered me-a commission and |
ely replied: ves. " She was 42, not
Ve woman .lJ]_\ lomuer
but 0 she ¢mbarked on her
true e s wark
Ihere seere years of prelim
mnary, purnfying
I'he first painting al
received”” from her spint
advisers.  Proanordial  Chaos
[ 1906, s almost o landscape
A page-size unstretched can

vits, 1l J"I\'\(‘H[\ ian ‘.'I'I'Ihl_\l"ll!;

CRCTCIses

Klimt

shape floanng cloudlike in a
pale blue field above a hon
con. A choppy. dark  blue
stripe of paint across the bot
m can be seen s i 1 i
scit. The image is reinfpreed
by a veil of slanted. roughly
marked black Tmes over all

a violent storm suitable to the
creative spirit. The same vear
brought a series of 26 small
onls. which she designated the
‘WU Series. ™" Done predom
mantly i muted blues and
they

ETCEns. show penta

8IS and astral
symbols that seem o Noat on
thinly painted helds
Another WL series tol
Innovative abstractions like
Group 4. The Ten Greatest
No. 3. Youth, 1907, were
made in isolation from other
abstiract artists of the day.

L1

fowed, thas tie ot larger canvises: The
works are tull of pellucid puks as clear as
the pinks of Matisse. Delicate lines of blue,
white, or yellow trace petal shapes or spell
oul words representing sounds spoken by
her spint guides

One small pamting, Gronp 2

cuw. " Ttury
Series Wi
P07, which looks uncanmly like an carly
Eltzabeth Murriy
unduliating
The Mower

tomms used an

Vreu

15 A e@xguisite wark ol
Imes and o HNowerlike image
s one ol hundreds of natural
seores o pumtings. One
stetkingly sinuous senes 15 based on swins,
and there are

studhies of violers and thear

eutdelmes. ™ or peometnic svmbols. pos

stblby used o meditate on- the properties of
ditterent tlowers

artist had confined her work 1o

that she would

Buotal Klint

W ith o knowl

edie ol the pamtings of Kandinsky. Kupka,

Malevich, also happened o make some

such delicacies, it's unlikely
nnapress us oday as she does

workimg i virtual isolation

o the strongest, Largest, leanest works
Mistory ab early abstraction

In My 1907
| er, af Klint began whar she called
" Done in
paper and canvis

alter a penod ol Gisting

Fen Cirear Fagure Pianumes

ra on hese

olored pictores e cach almost

U hgh and cight leer wade (Her

Larmer neighbors wondered
bought so many cegs. ) These gy
ings, " cach completed in about tour hours,
are abstract. composed of rounded oraani
shapes buck
grounds ple.
Youth. These exuberant works
cluding detuils of numertls and phrases in
neitly inscrbed script. precede o b year
period, ending in 1912 duning which the
artist stopped panting altogether

AL Khint was
dressed in bluck. always upright and st
(though children remember her as ki
and cheerful.”” Fant says)
however, dre almost voluptuous in the ful

Hoating  on
bright vrange, for ex

single-color

ullen in-

an ascelic persan Wiy S

Her pamting

ness of thewr ¢olors, even atter the *len

works. when he

forms gave way to the stricter

Great Figure®

centered circles and miangles that she em
ployed from the mid-teens to the carly 205
Yet the most astonishing pamtimgs of her
long. seeret carcer were done around 1915
She worked in robust reds. vhites:
hat yellows. deep blacks. and the renderest
violets and pinks. using thick m
paint. Despite thewr vivid coliars
tures, the works bespeak o prer
calmr and simplicity

lustrons

utlery
daind ey

ALKInt wis'not a puinter’s |
lifetime, but she las emerged
Fhe content of her p
and the o
PINIENES My seein

drcune

tor the ordinrs
her remarkably fog
about her spintual search

and how to conduct that vers
real search an her an
the  paintings

el pdeis

tell in
Lo
presence

AL KInt™s anonsinigs
linger on. howes et
larger art andicnce  Because
her pretures can’t be separated
and sold, there »w no mira
structure of inllucntal . com
mitted collectors and art dial
ers 1o promote them

LIRS

SN

ar they
may never be shown
cxcept perhaps i alierative
muscums. Without any hyvpe
vitlue. af Klint is the antithess
ol S0 many contemporary art
1sts. We look at her waork only
tor itsell because its freshness
as well as s unfamiliarity
muke it new, and because
speaks ol instinet, antelleet
and the kind of profound sen
ousness of purpose that we all
hope o be capable of i some
sphere of our hves
—Margaret Moorman
Mearvarer Maooratien o o
wmior editer of ARTnew s
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Hilma af Klint

stonishing, in this day of simulacra and

mass-media information, that a pre-

viously unknown artist (born in Swe-
den in 1862) can not only come to light, but
also come to our attention with a richly devel-
oped and complete body of work that expands
the history of the movement from representa-
tion to abstraction. Hilma af Klint, unlike her
near-contemporaries Wassily Kandinsky, Piet
Mondrian, and Arthur Dove, labored under the
effects of those conditions which frequently
marginalized women, non-conformists, and the
self-raught.

In the early 1900's already twenty years
into af Klint’s career, groups of composers, writ-
ers, and visual artists began to pull away from
the canons and conventions of representation
toward abstraction and, subsequently, modemn
art. For visual artists this meant developing a
new, symbolic use of line, form, color, and or-
ganization of space—as opposed to the strictly
natural. Successively, symbolic signs and codes
became preferred over direct observations, as
mechanistic and positivistic views were being
dismantled by both physics and psychoanalysis.
This growth of abstraction reflected an interest
in additional layers of meaning about reality
and the human condition, as well as a sense of
one's place in the world.

One can trace the beginning of turn-of-
the-century abstraction not as a break from pre-
vious history, but rather as a link connected to
a historical spiral, re-emerging at a later time,
in an altered form. It was actually just about
150 years before that gnostic and cabalistic liter-
ature, along with Edmund Burke's Philosophi-
cal Inquiry into the Sublime and the Beautiful
(1756), and Emanuel Swedenborg's The Infinite
and the Final Cause of Creation (1734), and the
work of William Blake, offered a counterpoint
to the rationalism of the Enlightenment. Throw-
ing a backward view over history, these writings,
particularly the cabala, had a profound influ-
ence on the major scientists and thinkers of that
time as a means of speculation and interpreta-
tion. Yet it was in the Romantic early 19th cen-
tury that the surge of technology coincided with
materialist beliefs in science, leading to their
dominance within the spheres of the social, and
the personal, to which early abstraction first
responded; it has proceeded in this century in
the commodity culture and the society of the
spectacle,

As “facts” came to replace hermeneutical
interpretation and speculation in the 1800's, the
same analogy could be drawn regarding the
text, or location, of the human body The
strange irony here lay in the direct reversal, or
displacement, as the symbolic and scientific,
which connotes the body, replaced the denoted,
“sensed” one. It is with this point that we face
the epoch of the mid-nineteenth century in
which af Klint's accomplishments can best be
measured and seen not only for her personal
commitment and resolve, but also for her sense
of self against a (doubly) hostile environment.

Af Klint had long had an interest in
mathematics and science. She was highly reclu-
sive, preferring to work alone after her formal
art training. Yet like other, more well-known
artists, she was greatly interested in mysticism
and occultism, and in her early years even
worked in trance-like states. Within the general
movement from representation to abstraction,
af Klint was one of the first to typify the loss
of the original referent as the organic and un-
ified self became gradually exchanged and re-
identified as symbolic in a symbolic field.

Hilma af Klint's achievements also in-
clude her pioneering use of geometric abstrac-
tion. She frequently worked through motifs of
lines, squares, triangles, helixes, and spheres.
These were utilized schematically, along with
specific applications of color. While all this
work antedates most 20th-century abstraction,
it is her use of the sphere that is especially
noteworthy. Here, she was able to express a
different sense of time: as a nodule of experi-
ence, or time lived; as apart from a deployment
of Vico’s ordered, linear chronology.

These visual techniques continue in al-
tered form today, with the linguistics intact but
at best expressive of a metaphysic far removed
from the transcendent, Ross Bleckner, whose
paintings richly investigate the metaphysical
qualities of human consciousness, masterfully
portrays the continued drive toward an episte-
mological understanding of reality and our-
selves. The paintings of Marilyn Lerner reveal
their psychological resonances through intuited
structuring of both shape and color. In Mary
K. Weatherford's diptych paintings, a photo of
a movie director is juxtaposed with the names
of all the female stars consumed by the vehicle
of the movie, their names in circular “targets.”
Like Hilma af Klint, who died in 1944, each of
these artists today presents an art that stages
the difference between history and nature, and
in which their irresolvable difference marks that
trope wherein we explore the limits and poten-
tials of human nature, in our culture, (PS. 1,
Long Island City, January 15-March 12)

Pat McCoy

Hilma at Kiint, Group 6. Series WUS no. 16, 1908, Ol on canvas, 431" x 56", Courtesy P.S. 1, .
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Hilma af Klint

stonishing, in this day of simulacra and
mass-media information, that a pre-
viously unknown artist (born in Swe-
den in 1862) can not only come to light, but
also come to our attention with a richly devel-
oped and complete body of work that expands
the history of the movement from representa-
tion to abstraction. Hilma af Klint, unlike her
near-contemporaries Wassily Kandinsky, Piet
Mondrian, and Arthur Dove, labored under the
cHects of those conditions which frequently
marginalized women, non-conformists, and the
self-taught
[n the early 1900's already rwenty years
into af Klint's career, groups of composers, writ-
ers, and visual artists began to pull away from
the canons and conventions of representation
toward abstraction and, subsequently, modem
art. For visual artists this meant developing a
new. svmbolic use of line, form, color, and or
ganzaton of space—ias “F'|""‘“-i ({8} Iht' h‘ll‘l([l\'
natira \.'Hl.'\‘.. 5|\'L'l_\. '\\"l'l'll\l‘lll s12Ns <U'Ki tll(!l'!\'
became preferred over direct observations, as
mechanistic and positivistic views were being
dismantled by both physics and psvchoanalysis
T'his growth of abstraction reflected an interest
in additional layers of meaning about reality
and the human condition, as well as a sense of
one's place in the world
One can trace the beginning of turn-of-
the-century abstraction not as a break from pre-
sous history, but rather as a link connected to
a historical spiral, re-emerging at a later time,
i an altered form. It was actually just about
150 vears before that gnostic and cabalistic liter-
ature. along with Edmund Burke's Philosoph
al Inquiry mto the Sublime and the Beauttful
17561, and Emanuel Swedenborg's The Infite
and the Final Catese of Creation (1734), and the
work of William Blake, offered a counterpoint
1o the rationalism of the Enlightenment. Throw-
ing a backward view over history, these writings,
particularly the cabala, had a profound influ
ence on the major scientists and thinkers of that
tume as a means of \|:n1l|l-.1llurl and interpreta-
rion. Yet it was in the Romantic early 19th cen
tury that the surge of technology coincided with
materialist beliefs in science, leading to their
dominance within the spheres of the social, and
'-|I<' ‘l‘l_'l\i'llnl]. o \.\l\]ll] L'.Il'l\ .ll)\!r-!\“l]ll hirst
responded; it has proceeded in his century in
the commodity culture and the society of the

specLac Je

As “facts” came to replace hermeneutical
interpretation and speculation in the 1800, the
same analogy could be drawn regarding the

Ihe

strange irony here lay in the direct reversal, or

text, or location, of the human body

displacement, as the symbolic and scientific,
which connotes the body, replaced the denoted,
“sensed” one. [t is with this point that we Face
the epoch of the mid-nineteenth century in
which af Klint's accomplishments can best be
measured and seen not only for her personal
commitment and resolve, but also for her sense
of self against a (doubly) hostile environment
Af Klint had long had an interest in
mathematics and science. She was highly reclu-
sive, preferning to work alone after her formal
art training. Yet like other, more well-known
artists, she was greatly interested in mysticism
‘Iml occultism ,I[1|| in her ecarly years ever
worked in trance-like states. Within the general
movement from representation 1o abstraction
af Klint ot the |

of the org

was one to tvpity the loss

wal referent ranic and un
ihed self became gradu

identified as symbaolic svmbolic held

Hilma af Kiint, Group 6. Series WUS no. 16, 1908, 0l on canvas, 4345

Hilma af Klint's achievements also in-
clude her pioneering use of geometric abstrac-
tion. She frequently worked through motifs of
lines, squares, triangles, helixes, and spheres.
I'hese were utilized schematically, along with
specific applications of color. While all this
work antedates most 20th-century abstraction,
it is her use of the sphere that is especially
noteworthy. Here, she was able to express a
different sense of time: as a nodule of exper
ence, or time lived; as apart from a deployment
of Vico's ordered, linear chronology.

These visual techniques continue n al
tered form today, with the linguistics intact but
at best expressive of a metaphysic far removed
from the transcendent. Ross Bleckner, whose
paintings richly investigate the metaphysical
qualities of human consciousness, masterfully
portrays the continued drive toward an episte
mological understanding of reality and our
selves. The paintings of Marilyn Lerner reveal
their psychological resonances through intuited
structuring of both shape and color In Man
K. Weatherford's diptych paintings, a photo of
a movie director is juxtaposed with the names
of all the female stars consumed by the vehicle
of the movie, their names in circular “targets
Like Hilma af Klint, who died in 1944, each ot
these artists today presents an art that stages
the ".'.H{'I’_'”L(.']‘(.'l\l".'(.'['l }Ti\t(\l". .1”([ nature .I[Ili
mnw :!ll'h 1 |!l'|]' IFTesc !]\'il}\!l' \ll”L'l'{'l‘l_‘.' “'l.lrk\‘ [l H
trape wherein we explore the limits and poten
tals of human nature, in our culture, (PS5

d City, January 15-March 12)

Par Mt

% 56°. Courtesy P.5. 1,
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Hilma af Klint

sluntshing. mn thn- d:l_\' of simulacra :lnn!
mass-media information, that a pre-
viously unknown artist (born in Swe-
den in 1862) can not only come to light, but
also come to our attention with a richly devel-
oped and complete body of work that expands
the history of the movement from representa-
tion to abstraction. Hilma af Klint, unlike her
near-contemporaries Wassily Kandinsky, Piet
Mondrian, and Arthur Dove, labored under the
eftects of those conditions which frequently
marginalized women, non-conformusts, and the
self-taught
In the carly 1900's already rwenty years
into at Kl
ers, and visual artists began to pull away from
ll“' CANONS dnl! conventions L‘f rci‘r\'.\l ntation

t's career, groups of composers, writ-

woward abstraction and, subsequently, modemn
art. For visual artists this meant developing a
new, svmbaolic use of line, form, color. and or-
ganization of space—as up[-n.‘i\'d 1o the ‘\"l\'[l\'
IMTl!r.ll S \("‘\|\".'|_\_ 'l\'“'ll‘l'i[!_ SIS .||I({ ((\iil.'s
l‘('Li““{' !‘I'l_“l'{]'(:ti over \hrl.'('[ {‘{‘.\i'r\;li]\‘”'\_ as
ﬂ'll'(i".-“”‘“ll .l”l] l\i“‘![[\‘ 1€ VICWS Woere }‘l'”‘l!
dismantled by both physics and psvchoanaly
This growth of abstraction reflected an interest
in additional layers of meaning about reality
and the human condition, as well as a sense of
one's place in the world

One can trace the beginning of turn-of-
the-century abstraction not as a break from pre-
vious history, but rather as a link connected to
a historical spiral, re-emerging at a later time,
in an altered form. It was actually just about
150 vears before that gnostic and cabalistic liter-
ature, along with Edmund Burke's Philosaphi
cal Inguiry tnto the Sublime and the Beautiful
11756/, and Emanuel Swedenborg's The [nfinite
and the Final Cawse of Creation (1734), and the
work of William Blake, offered a counterpoint
to the rationalism of the Enlightenment. Throw-
ngs,
particularly the cabala, had a profound influ-
ence on the major scientists and thinkers of that
time as a means of speculation and interpreta-
tion, Yet it was in the Romanuc early 19th cen
tury that the surge of technology coincided with
materialist beliefs in science, leading to their
dominance within the spheres of the social, and
the personal, 1o which early abstraction first
rt“.|i:-m1t'd, it has prucm.'drsi in this century in

ing a backward view over history, these wr

the commodity culture and the society of the

‘i!'H'l'l |“]l'

As “facts” came to replace hermeneutical
interpretation and speculation in the 1800's, the
same ar .lllip\\ ('l‘llll.l hl' llT.l“'ll |'(.'_}1.'{T(1|”'.“ il":
ext, or |1‘1||||“”. 1" |hl' ]llll]\.{ll !Nlll\ .I-l'li'
strange rony here |‘|_\' mn l}u' direct n‘\'rh‘:l|. or
displacement, as the symbolic and scienufic,
which comnates the body |t'|~[.h ed the denoted,
“sensed” one. [t is with this point that we face
the epoch of the mid-nineteenth century in
which af Klint's accomplishments can best be
fT]t'ilhl]l'L'(! |U'l‘.l Seen not l‘l'l!\v h\f ]!('I p'.'T"APn-lI
commitment and resalve, but also for her sense
of self against a (doubly) hostile environment
Af Klint had long had an interest in
”!'.“h(.‘”'h“lt\ ﬂ“ll h‘.il.'ﬂ\ , o \.h\' wWas hl!_'h]\' [L'L]U
sive, preferring to work alone atter her formal
art rramning. Yet like other, more well-known
artists, she was greatly interested i mysticism
."I[i ‘.‘L\Hlii‘\[” -l['lll in hl'i L'|||'|‘| Vears oven
\k"}rk{.'\i mntrance I|L'.L' states \‘-‘Il[]‘llf fhl' lfl'nl.'r.l!
}

movement | n representation o absiraction,

af Klint was one of the first to typaby the loss
of the or

[li('i! 'ﬂl'“ I'.ll'l ame

| relerent as the ¢
radually ¢
symbolic in a svmbolic held

changed

identihied as

Hilma af Klint's achievements also in-
clude her pioneering use of geometric abstrac-
tion. She frequently worked through morifs of
lines, squares, triangles, helixes, and spheres.
These were utilized schematically, along with
specific applications of color. While all this
work antedates most 20th-century abstraction,
it is her use of the sphere that is especially
noteworthy. Here, she was able to express a
different sense of time: as a nodule of expert-
ence, or time lived; as apart from a deployment
of Vico's ordered, linear chronology.

These visual techniques continue n al
tered form today, with the linguistics intact but
at best expressive of a metaphysic far removed
from the transcendent. Ross Bleckner, whose
paintings richly investigate the metaphysical
qualities of human consciousness, masterfully
portrays the continued drive toward an episte-
mological understanding of reality and our
selves. The paintings of Marilyn Lerner reveal
their psychological resonances through intuited
structuring of both shape and color. In Mary
K. Weathertord's diptych paintings, a photo ot
a movie director is juxtaposed with the names
of all the female stars consumed by the vehicle
of the mowvie, their names in circular “rargets
Like Hilma al Klint, who died in 1944, each of
these artists today presents an art that stages
the difference berween history and nature, and
in which their irresolvable difference marks thar
[[(ii’l_' '\\E]L'l'{'"] we L'N.}‘Jllirf_' lh(.' lil])llk .Il'.l] }‘l wen
tials of human nature, in our culture, (PY !
Long Island City, lannary 15-March 12
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Hilma af Klint

Hi(mlshll’lg_ in this day of simulacra and

mass-media information, that a pre-

\’il’!il.'s‘l_\ unknown artist (born in Swe-
den in 1862) can not only come 1o light, but
also come to our attention with a richly devel-
oped and complete body of work that expands
the i'll\il)l’_\' of the movement from representa
ton to abstraction. Hilma af Klint, unlike her
near-contemporaries Wassily Kandinsky, Piet
Mondrian, and Arthur Dove, labored under the
effects of those conditions which frequently
marginalized women, non-conformists, and the
self-raught

In the early 1900's already rwenty years
into af Klint's career, groups of composers, writ-
ers, and visual artists began to pull away from
the canons and convennions of representation
toward abstraction and, subsequently, modern
art For visual aruses this meant developing a
new H\l]ll!:\!ln' use of :IIK' torm, (ulul.', <Iml or
ganization of space—as opposed to the strictly
natural. Successivelyv, symbolic signs and codes
Became [irt:h:rn:d over direct observations, as
mechanistic and positivistic views were being
dismantled by both phystcs and psychoanalysis
I'his growth of abstraction reflected an interest
in additional layers of meaning abour reality
and the human condition, as well as a sense of
one s p|uL‘L’ in the world
One can trace the beginning of turn-ol-

the-century abstraction not as a break from pre
vious history, but rather as a link connected 1o
a historical spiral, re-emerging at a later tme,
in an altered form. It was actually just about
150 vears before that gnostic and cabalistic liter-
ature, along with Edmund Burke's Philosoph
cal [nquiry into the Sublime and the Beautiful
11756}, and Emanuel Swedenborg’s The Infinte
and the Final Cawse of Creation (1734), and the
work of William Blake, offered a counterpoimnt
to the rationalism of the Enlightenment. Throw-
ing a backward view over history, these writings,
particularly the cabala, had a profound influ-
ence on the major scientists and thinkers of that
time as a means of speculation and interpreta-
tion. Yet it was in the Romantic early 19th cen-
tury that the surge of technology coincided with
materialist beliefs in science, leading to their
dominance within the spheres of the social, and
the personal, 1o which early abstraction first
responded; it has proceeded in this century in
the commodity culture and the society of the
\i 'l".!'-“']l'

As “facts” came to replace hermeneunical
interpretation and speculation in the 1800's, the
same analogy could be drawn regarding the
ot the human body. The
strange irony here lay in the direct reversal, or

text, or location

displacement, as the symbolic and scientihic
\\’ITI{']-I Connofes !lll.' f‘i\d\ H'i‘i.‘\l'(! |h(' u'lr".’frfn"ll‘l_
“sensed” one. It s with this point thar we face
th(.' L'p"t'h ot []Il' ”I]ll []IlIl'[‘.'l'“[il century n
which af Klint's accomplishments can best be
I]'it".].'il"\'d i‘n({ seen not lf['ll\ tor }'Il'l' pt‘r‘-nn.ll
commitment and resolve. but also for her sense
of self against a (doubly) hosule environment
Af Klint had long had an interest
mathematics and science. She was highly reclu
sSIve, prvit‘rrmp [(§] \\'lll'k .IIHJIII' ahter ])L'r tor I'!1'.l|
art training. Yet like aother, more well-known
artists, she was greatly nterested in mysticism
and occultism, and n her carly vears even
worked in trance-like states Within the general
mevement 1r[l||'| I'l.‘illl SCNtanon o .IE‘.‘-“'.!L[I\‘I
af Klint was one of the hrst 1o tvpily the loss
of the original referent as the organic and un
lht'i] ‘sl‘[E ]K'( 4me L'_l.lil-l.{“- '.'\l]i.“'-],.f_(.'([ .|.|‘>\i 115

identified as symbolic in a svmbolic feld

Hilma af Klint's achievements also in
clude her pioneering use of geometric abstrac
tion. She frequently worked through motifs of
lines, squares, triangles, helixes, and spheres
These were utilized schematically, along with
specific applications of color. While all this
work antedates most 20th-century abstraction,
it is her use of the sphere that is especially
noteworthy. Here, she was able o express a
different sense of time: as a nodule of exper
ence, or time lived; as apart from a deployment
of Vico's ordered, lincar t‘i‘ll’()lmh!g\-‘_

These visual techniques continue in al-
tered form today, with the linguistics intact but
at best expressive of a metaphysic far removed
from the transcendent. Ross Bleckner, whose
paintings richly investigate the metaphysical
qualities of human consciousness, masterfully
portrays the continued drive toward an episte-
mological understanding of reality and our
selves. The paintings of Marilyn Lerner reveal
their psychological resonances through intuited
structuring of both shape and color. In M
K. Weatherford's diptych paintings, a photo of
a movie director is juxtaposed with the names
of all the female stars consumed by the vehicle
of the movie, their names in circular “targets
Like Hilma af Klint, who died in 1944, each of
these artists today presents an art that stages
the difference berween history and nature, and
nw il|('}) lhl.'.“l‘ resc Ii\'nlj"!l' li]"il‘rl'('ﬂ.—‘: rnilrkﬁ IE'I.H
trope wherein we explore the limits and poten
tals of human nature, n our culture. (P

vg Island City, January 15-March 12)
Pai MeCin
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Hilma af Klint

stonishing, in this day of simulacra and
mass-media information, that a pre-
viously unknown artist (born in Swe-
den in 1862) can not only come to light, but
also come to our attention with a richly devel-
oped and complete body of work that expands
the history of the movement from representa-
tion ro abstraction. Hilma at Klint, unlike her
near-contemporaries Wassily Kandinsky, Piet
Mondrian, and Arthur Dove, labored under the
effects of those conditions which frequently
marginalized women, non-conformists, and the
self-taught
In the early 1900's already twenty years
into af Klint's career, groups of composers, writ-
ers, and visual artists began to pull away from
lh{.' canons .Hld canvenoons |‘j R".‘ﬂ.'.‘;l.'n[d”l‘n
toward abstraction and, subsequently, modem
art For visual arusts this meant developing a
new, svmbolic use of line, torm, color, and or-
ganizauon ot space—as opposed 1o the strictly
”-'ll'.":-ll \'\l:l \('.\\1\'\'[}, _\'\'n]hl'l:l SMEns .|'.'|l! L'('l[L“h
hl,'\' A wreter “.I.! wer Li'(n.'\t ODservalions, as
ITh'L||.H'-|--I|\ and POSILIVISTIC Views were i‘tll];.'
dismantled by both physics and psvehoanalysis
This growth of abstraction retlected an interest
in addinonal layers of meaning abour reality
and the human condition, as well as a sense of
one’s place in the world
One can trace the beginning of turn-of-
the-century abstraction not as a break from pre-
vious history, but rather as a link connected to
a historical spiral, re-emerging at a later ume,
in an altered form. It was actually just about
150 years before that gnostic and cabalistic liter-
ature. along with Edmund Burke's Philosophr
cal Inguiry mito the Sublime and the Beautiful
(1756), and Emanuel Swedenborg's The Infinite
ard the Final Catse of Creation (1734), and the
work of William Blake, offered a counterpoint
to the rationalism of the Enlightenment. Throw-
ing a backward view over history, these writings,
particularly the cabala, had a profound influ
ence on the major scientists and thinkers of that
time as a means of speculation and interpreta-
tion. Yet it was in the Romantic early 19th cen
tury that the surge of technology coincided with
materialist beliefs in science, leading to their
dominance within the spheres of the social, and
the personal, 1o which early abstraction first
rl'bi“‘ 'n(i('l{_ i h.l‘! [Ir{)(‘t‘(';{t.‘(l in f!‘“ century n
the commodity culture and the society of the

‘\I!i‘l[.ll l!'

As “facts” came to replace hermeneurical
interpretation and speculation in the 1800, the
same 'Jn-dl‘*:_\ ll‘|||i| h(' l|r.|\\ n TS'F.”(!I[I*,: ”'I(‘
text, or location, of the human body. The
strange irony here lay in the direct reversal, or
displacement, as the symbolic and scientific,
which connotes the body, repliced the denoted,
“sensed” one. It is with this point that we face
the epoch of the mid-ninereenth century in
which af Klint's accomplishments can best be
rm‘a:il.ll‘l:\l .“'I[i seen not \‘I'll\ tor |\l'! [!L‘N\ﬂ.l’
commutment and resolve, but also tor her sense
of self against a (doubly) hostle environment

f\i K]u“ ]‘dll || Mg l|'I.l\! an interest In
mathematics and science. She was highly reclu-
sive, preferring to work alone atter her tormal
art training. Yet like other
Aartists, "\I'Il' was ilr\'i“l} miere

v well-known
« in mysticism
and occultism, and in her earlv vears even
warked in trance-like states Within the general
movement from representation o ibstraction
af Klint was one of the first o nvpaby the loss
al reterent as the orgamc and un
ed and re-

held

of the ory
ified self became gradually evcd

identified as symbolic in a svm!

Hilma af Klint's achievements also in
clude her pioneering use of geometric abstrac-
tion. She frequently worked through mortifs of
lines, squares, triangles, helixes, and spheres.
Ihese were utilized schematically, along with
specific applications of color. While all this
work antedares most 20th-century abstraction,
it is her use of the sp}‘lt_'rc that 1s r:ﬁp(.'n.'lil"\
noteworthy. Here, she was able 1o express a
different sense of time: as a nodule of experi-
ence, or time lived; as apart from a deployment
of Vico's ordered, linear chronology.

These visual techniques continue in al-
tered form today, with the linguistics intact but
at best expressive of a metaphysic far removed
from the transcendent. Ross Bleckner, whose
paintings richly investigate the metaphysical
qualities of human consciousness, masterfully
portrays the continued drive toward an episte
mological understanding of reality and our
selves. The paintings of Marilyn Lerner reveal
their psychological resonances through intuited
structuring of both shape and color In Mary
K. Weatherford's diptych paintings, a photo of
a movie director is juxtaposed with the names
of all the female stars consumed by the vehicle
of the movie, their names in circular “rargers.”
Like Hilma af Klint, who died in 1944, each of
these amsts today presents an art that stages
the difference berween history and nature, and
in which their irresolvable difference marks thar
trope wherein we explore the limits and poten
nals of human nature, in our culture, (PS 1
and Cuty, January 15-March 12)

Yt MeCony

ARRTS MAGA
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Hilma af Klint, Explorer
In Realm of the A bstract

ip 0, Series WUS, No. 1

in “Secret Pictures by Hilma af Klint’

land € 4

By ROBERTA SMITH

he twa main exhibitions at the P.S.
I Museum in Long Island City,
Queens, form an odd yel effective
cunple

The first, “‘Secret  Piclures by
Hilma af Klint,”" presents the work of
a virtually unknown Swedish portrait
and landscape painter who, in 1908 at
the age of 45, made some of modern
art’s first abstractions. The other is
“Theatergarden  Bestiarium,” a
series of models, objects, installa-
tions and slide projections by 13
American and European arlists and
collaborative tecams. Alternately ob-
scure and provocative, this show at-
templs to update the 17th-century Ba-
roque theater garden and o exiend
the notion of public art into situations
that actively mingle pasi and present,
art and nature.

Mutually exclusive as they seem,
these 1wo shows work well together.
Both encourage speculation and the
questioning of conventions, be they
the canons of early modernism or the
accepted forms of exhibition making.
Together, they show that P.S. | con-
tinues o organize exhibitions for
which other New York museums lack
the space, inclination or flexibility —
and doing them more professionally
than in the past. In addition, the spe-
clal-projects program, which fea-
tures the work of several lesser-
known or younger artists in individ-
ual galleries, seems especially good

“ity, Queens, through March 12,

Nichal,

6." o1l on canvas, 1908, by Hilma af Klint,
"at the P.S. | Museum in Long Is

Hilma al Klint's paintings wer
shown [or the first time in this coun
try in 1986, in the Los Angeles County
Museum of Art's exhibition “The
Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting
1890-1985." Her achievement may
never be anything more than a foot
note to 20th-century art history. bui if
so it will be a long and fascinating one
that touches on many other artists'
activities

In a way, af Klint's work takes (o
extremes the mysticism that often
motivated early abstract ari. Like
Mondrian, al Klint was a Theosy
phist; like Arthur Dove and Kandih
sky, she believed in the transcendent
power of natural forms.

Her first works are populated with
flowing arabesques and schemaltized
flower forms. Others, like “Group 6,
Series WUS, No. 16" (shown above)

ince a love ol inspirited, somewhat

yan geometries, along with secret
words and symbols similar (o those
that would motivate Alfred Jensen in
the 1950's. Finally, there is also a
sense of naive sell-sufficiency and of
a grand yet largely private scheme to
af Klint's activities that make one
think of oulsider art, especially the
visual techtonics of Adolph Wiilfli,
which were recently exhibited at the
Grey Art gallery in Manhattan

Al Klint is thought to have seen no
modern arl except that of Edvard
Munch. She asserted that her first ab-
stractions were dictated by spirits en-
countered in seances, that her hand
was in effeet “guided.” In later series

ol paintings, she seems to have been
more instigator than conduit. And
among the linal works on view in the
exhibition — a series of small water-
colors with handwritten explanatory
captions dating from 1917 — the art-
ist seems o focus on spiritual energy
expressed in (erms of the atom and
IS powers

Spiritual energy is the operative
term here. It gives this show its deter-
mined forward motion, as well as its
lapses in abstract purity and taste,
Occasionally, the pressure of af
Klint's religiosity required the pres-
ence of crucified figures, winged an-
gels or St George and his dragon. As
with many other artists of her time,
abstraction was neither sustained in-
definitely nor in isolation from repre-
sentation,

But finally, it may be the physical

| nature of these paintings that makes

them  most interesting and most
strange. The scale of af Klint's work,
even in her smallest canvases, is usu-
ally large and bold; her strong, satu-
rated colors are painted directly onto
raw canvas with brushy thin washes,
a lechnique that relates to Munch's
pamt handling.

Sometimes her concentric circles
can bring to mind the targel paintings
of Kenneth Noland, elsewhere, a
particularly organic approach to
geometry will evoke Elizabeth Mur-
rav's work — the white interlocking

piral forms of “‘Swan No., 21" from

114-15, for example

In a sense these works could have
been painted yesterday and this is
oth their strength and their weak-
ness. Startlingly fresh, they are also
‘Lernally innocent; they seem almost
i exist beyond time bul they also
lack the specific wisdom that only
time endows. Nonetheless, this show
BOCs a long way to reminding us how
little we know aboul early abstract
art and its sources, likewise, how un-
necessarily narrow is the history con-

tructed around it

Iheatergarden Besuarium,” in-
stalled upstairs from the af Klint
sow, argues for the exhibition as a
wark in progress, as a rumination on
art's potential rather thun its finished
products, and as a combination of
muodest proposals and big ideas. The
show's big idea is the role that the Ba-
roque garden — with its built-in theat-
ricalily, its contrastiing moments of
extreme artifice and [alse natural-
might play in the public
spaces of the future.

Several of the models and objects
on view arce mired in Surrealist joki-
ness. (The black leather cabbages of
Alain Sechas, a French artist, are but
one example) And the show's one
Tully realized installation — a mirror-
lined grotto upon whose white gravel
floor are projected images of past art
and present advertising — succumbs
to funhouse theatrics. (1t 18 primarily
the work of Ridiger Schottle, a West
German curator and artist who con-
ceived of the exhibition,)

Nonetheless, other ndlusions
demonstrate the kind of post-modern
sell-consciousness these artists seem
1o be after. Especially intriguing is
Dan Graham's "Cinema-Theater,” a
maxlel for a structure that joins, back

ness

01 21st

to back, an outdoor theater and an

door cinema — with a semi-transp
ent common wall that would allow 1
film to flicker occasionally across |
back of the stage. Jelff Wall's oranj
flocked Cyclops-like object titl
"“Loge-Theater With Its Plan |

played as an [Hluminated Sign™ is a
noteworthy.

Bul the real life of the exhibi
emanates from a slide projection
Liidger Gerdes, another artist fre
West Germany. Part documenta
part reverie, this work juxtapo:
images of a Baroque garden (Schw
zingen, near Heidelberg) with wi
seems 1o be the fields and streams
a deserted farm, pulling the eye bi
and forth between past and pres:
and between decorative and fun
tional uses of the land These «
Lrasts persist, even after the press
lease reveals that the farmiland
also a garden, a contemporary |
buill near Bonn by an artisi nai,
Erwin Wortelkamp.

Confronted with Mr. Gerdes's p
jected images, the attraction that |
Baroque garden holds for the arii:
in this exhibition is readily appare
as is the high standard of concept)
and exccution that it sets for furt
development. ~

“Secret Pictures by Hilma
Klint" and “"Theatergarden Eestia
um" will remainon view at I*.5 |, ¢
Street, Long Island (
Queens, through March 12
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Hilma af Klint, Explorer
In Realm of the A bstract

“Group 6, Series WUS, No. 16, oil on canvas, 1908, by Hilma al Klint,
in “Secret Pictures by Hilma af Klint" at the P.S. 1 Museum in Long Is-

land Ciew, Qui

By ROBERTA SMITH

I'he two muin exhibitions at the P.S
| Museum in Long Island City,
Queens, form an odd vet effective
couple

The Dirst, “Secret Pictures by
Hilma af Klint,' presents the work of
a virtually unkuown Swedish portrait
and landscape painter who, in 1908 at
the age of 45, made some of modern
art's first abstractions. The other is
“Theatergarden Bestiarium,” a
series of models, objects, mstalla
tions and shde projections by 13
American and European artists and
collaborative teams. Alternately ob-
scure and provocative, this show al-
tempts Lo update the 17th-century Ba-
roque theater garden and to extend
the notion of public art into situations
that actively mingle past and present,
art and nature

Mutually exclusive as they scem,
these two shows work well logether.
Both encourage speculation and the
questioning of conventions, be they
the canuns of early modermsm or the
accepted forms of exhibition making.
Together, they show that P.S. 1 con-
tinues to organize exhibitions lor
which other New York museums lack
the space, inclination or flexibility —
and doing them more professionally
than in the past. In addition, the spe-
cial-projects program, which fea-
tures the work of several |esser-
known or younger artists in individ
uil galleries, seems especially good

ens, through March 12

Hilma af Klinl's paintings were
shown for the first time in this coun
try in 1986, in the Los Angeles County
Museum of Arl's exhibition “The
Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting
1890-1985." Her achievement may
never be anything more than a foot
note to 20th-century art history, but if
s0 it will be a long and fascinating one
that touches on many other artists’
activities.

In a way, al Khint's work takes 1o
exiremes the mysticism that often
motivated early abstract art. Like
Mondrian, al Klint was a I!u-u.»;)
phist; like Arthur Dove and Kandify
sky, she believed in the transcendent
power of natural forms

Her first works are populated with
flowing arabesques and schematized
flower forms. Others, like "Group 6,
Series WUS, No. 16" (shown above)
evince a love of inspirited, somewhat
Mayan geometries, along with secret
words and symbols similar to those
thal would motivate Alfred Jensen in
the 1950's. Finally, there is also a
sense of naive sell-sufficiency and of
a grand yet largely private scheme to
afl Klint's activities that make onc
think of outsider art, especially the
visual techtonics of Adolph Wolfli,
which were recently exhibited at the
Grey Art gallery in Manhattan

Al Klint is thought to have seen no
modern art except that of Edvard
Munch. She asserted that her first ab-
stractions were dictated by spirits en-
countered in seances, that her hand
was in effect "guided." In later series

of paintings, she seems Lo have been
more instigator than conduit. And
among the final works on view in the
exhibition — a series of small water-
colors with handwritten explanatory
captions dating from 1917 — the art-
151 seemis (o focus on spiritual Cnergy
expressed in lerms of the atom and
ils powers

Spiritual energy is the operalive
term here. It gives this show ils deter-
mined forward motion, as well as its
lapses in abstract purity and taste.
Occasionally, the pressure of af
Klint’s religiosity required the pres-
ence of crucified fipures, winged an-
gels or St George and his dragon. As
with many other artists of her time,
abstraction was neither sustained in-
definitely nor in isolation from repre-
sentation,

Bul finally, it may be the physical
nature of these paintings that makes
them  most interesting  and most
strange. The scale of af Klint's work,
even in her smallest canvases, is usu-
ally large and bold, her strong, satu-
rated colors are painted directly onto

| raw canvas with brushy thin washes,

a technique that relates to Munch's
paint handling.

Sometimes her concentric circles
can bring to mind the targel paintings
of Kenneth Noland;, eclsewhere, a
particularly organic approach to
geometry will evoke Elizabeth Mur-
roy's work — the white interlocking
spiral forms of “Swan No. 21" from
1314:15, Tor example.

15¢ these works could have
ted yesterday and this is
ir strength and their weak-
wrtlingly fresh, they are also
¥ innocent ; they seem almost
st beyond time but they also
lack the specific wisdom that only
time endows. Nonetheless, this show
Boes a long way lo reminding us how
little we know about early abstract
art and 118 sources; likewise, how un-
necessarily narrow is the history con-
structed around it )
Fheatergarden Besuarium,” in-
stalled upstairs from the af Klint
how, wrgues for the exhibition as a
wurk in progress, as a rumination on
arl’s potential rather than its finished
pruducts, and as a combination of
modest proposals and big ideas. The
show's big idea is the role that the Ba-
roque garden — with its built-in theat-
rcahly, s contrasting moments of
extreme artifice and false natural-
ness might play in the public
spaces of the future,

several of the mudels and objects

woare mired in Surrealist joki-
ness, (The black leather cabbages of
Alain Sechas, a French artist, are but
one example.) And the show's one
fully realized installation — a mirror-
lined grotto upon whose white gravel
floor are projecied images of past art
and present advertising — succumbs
to funhouse theatrics. (1t s Primarily
the work of Rildiger Schiittle, a West
German curator and artist who Con-
celved of the exhibition,)

Nonetheless, otlier
demonstrate the kind of post-modern
sell-consciousness these arlists seem
o be after. Especially intriguing is
Dan Graham's "Cinema-Theater,” a
model for a structure that joins, back

st

mclusions

to back, an outdoor theater and an

door cinema — with a semi-transp

ent common wall that would allow |
film to flicker occasionally across |
back of the stage. Jeff Wall's oran
flocked Cyclops-like object Ul
“Loge-Theater With Its _Pl?lln 0]
played as an Hluminated Sign™ is &
noteworthy.

Bul the real life of the exhibit
emanales from a slide projection
Liidger Gerdes, another artist fro
West Germany. Part documenta
part reverie, this work juxtapo:
images of a Barogue garden (Schw
zingen, near Heidelberg) with wi
seems (o be the fields and streams
a deserted farm, pulling the eye h:
and forth between past and pres
and between decorative and fun
tional uses of the land. These «
trasts persist, even afier the press
lease reveals that the farmliand
also a garden, a contemporary
built near Bonn by an artist nau
Erwin Wortelkamp.

Confronted with Mr. Gerdes's
jected images, the attraction that |
Baroque garden holds for the art
in this exhibilion is readily appare
as is the high standard of concept:
and execution that it sets for furil
development.

“Secrel Pictures by Hilma
Klint" and “Theatergarden Bestio
um” will remain on view at .5 |, 4
&1 2ist Street, Long Island
Queens, through March 12.
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Hilma af Klint, Explorer
In Realm of the Abstract

Nicholas Walster

“Group 6, Series WUS, No. 16," oil on canvas, 1908, by Hilma af Klint,
na al Klint" at the .S, | Museum in Long Is-

larndd City, Queens, throus

By ROBERTA SMITH

I'he two main exhibitions it the P.S
I Museum in Long Island City,
Queens, form an odd vel effective
couple

The first, “Secret Pictures by
Hitma af Klint," presents the work of
a virtually unknown Swedish portrait
and landscape pamter who, in 1908 at
the age of 45, made some of modern
art's first abstractions. The other is
“Theatergarden  Bestarium,” a
series of models, objects, installa-
tions and slide projections by 13
American and European artists and
collahorative teams. Aliernately ob-
scure and provocative, this show at-
tempis Lo update the 17th-century Ba-
rogue theater garden and to a.-xl_z'nd
the notion of public art into situations
that actively mingle past and present,
art and nature

Mutually exclusive as they seem,
these two shows work well together.
Both encourage speculation and the
questioning of conventions, be they
the canons of ecarly modernism or the
accepted forms of exhibition making.
Together, they show that P.5. 1 con-
tinues to organize exhibitions for
which other New York museums lack
the space, inclination or flexibility —
and doing them more professionally
than in the past. In addition, the spe-
clal-projects program, which fea-
tures the work of several lesser-
known or younger artists in individ-
ual galleries, seems especially good

1 March 12,

Hilma al Klint’s paintings were
shown for the first time in this coun-
try in 1986, in the Los Angeles County
Muscum of Art’s exhibition “The
Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting
1890-1985,"" Her achievement may
never be anything more than a fool
note to 20th-century art history, but if
50 it will be a long and fascinating one
that touches on many other artists'
activities

In a way, al Khint's work takes lo
extremes the mysticism that often
motivaled early abstract art. Like
Mondrian, al Klint was a “Ir'lihi)‘
phist; like Arthur Dove and Kandih
sky, she believed in the transcendent
power of natural forms.

Her first works are populated with
flowing arabesques and schematized

Aflower forms. Others, like “Group 6,

Series WUS, No. 16" (shown above)
evinee a love of inspirited, somewhat
Mayan geometries, along with secret
words and symbols similar to those
that would motivate Alfred Jensen in
the 1950°s. Finally, there is also a
sense of naive sell-sufficiency and of
a grand yet largely private scheme to
al Klint's activities that make one
think of outsider art, especially the
visual techtonics of Adolph Wilfli,
which were recently exhibited at the
Grey Art gallery in Manhattan.

Al Klint is thought 1o have secn no
modern art except that of Edvard
Munch. She asserted that her first ab-
stracthions were dictated by spirits en-
countered m seances, that her hand
was in effect “puided." In later series

| Oce

ol paintings, she séems o have been
more instigator than conduil. And
among the final works on view in the
exhibition — a series of small water-
colors with handwritten cxplanatory
captions dating from 1917 — the art-
15t seems to focus on spiritual energy
expressed in terms of the atom and
its powers

Spiritual encrgy is the operative
term here. It gives this show ils deter-
mined forward motion, as well as its
lapses in abstract purity and taste.

sionally, the pressure of af
I's religiosity required the pres-
ence of crucified figures, winged an-
gels or St. George and his dragon. As
with many other artists of her time,
ubstraction was neither sustained in-
definitely nor in isolation from repre-
sentation;

But finally, it may be the physical
nature of these paintings that makes
them most interesting and most
strange. The scale of af Klint's work,
even in her smallest canvases, is usu-

| ally large and bold; her strong, satu-

rated colors are painted directly onto
raw canvas with brushy thin washes,

| @ technique that relates to Munch's

paint handling.

Somelimes her concentric circles
can bring to mind the target paintings
of Kenneth Noland; elsewhere, a
particularly organic approach to
geometry will evoke Elizabeth Mur-
ray's work — the white interlocking
spiral forms of “Swan No. 21" from
1914-15, for example,

Ina sense these works could have
been painted yesterday and this is
both their strength and their weak-
ness, Startlingly fresh, they are also
eternally innocent, they seem almost
to exist beyond tume but they also
lack the specific wisdom that only
time endows. Nonetheless, this show
goes a long way 1o reminding us how
little we know aboul early abstract
art and its sources; likewise, how un-
necessanily narrow is the history con-
st daround It

“Theatergarden Bestiarium," in-
stalled upstairs from the af Klint
show, argues for the exhibition as a
WOrk in propress, as a rumination on
art’s potential rather than its finished
products, and as a combination of
modest proposals and big ideas. The
show's big idea is the role that the Ba-
roque garden — with its built-in theat-
ricality, s contrasiing moments of
extreme artifice and false natural-
ness — might play in the publie
spaces of the future,

Several of the models and objects
on view are mired in Surrealist joki-
ness. (The black leather cabbages of
Alain Sechas, a French artist, are but
one example) And the show's one
fully realized installation — a mirror-
lined grotto upon whose white gravel
floor are projected images of past uri
and present advertising — succumbs
to funhouse theatrics. (It 15 primarily
the work of Rudiger Schittle, a West
German curator and artist who con-
ceived of the exhibition,)

Nonetheless,  othe) mclusions
demonstrate the kind of post-modern
self-consciousness these artists seem
to be after pecially intriguing is
Dan Graham’s " Cinema-Theater,” a
model for a structure that joins, back

1o back, an outdoor theater and an

door cinema — with a semi-transp
ent common wall that would allow 1
film to flicker occasionally across |
back of the stage. Jeff Wall's oran
flocked Cyclops-like object titl
“Loge-Theater With Its Plan D
played as an Illuminated Sign™ is @
noteworthy.

But the real life of the exhibit
emanates from a slide projection
Liidger Gerdes, another artist fre
West Germany. Part documentia
part reverie, this work juxtapos
images of a Barogue garden (Schw
zingen, near Heidelberg) with wih
seems 10 be the fields and streams
a deserted farm, pulling the eye bu
and forth between past and pres
and between decorative and fu
tional uses of the land. These o
trasts persist, even afler the press
lease reveals that the farmland
also a garden, a contemporary o
built near Bonn by an artist nain
Erwin Wortelkamp.

Confronted with Mr, Gerdes's |
Jected images, the attraction that |
Baroque garden holds for the art
in this exhibition is readily appare
as is the high standard of concept
and execution that it sets for {urtl
development. ®

“Secrel Pictures by Hilma
Klint"' and "Theatergarden Bestia
um'* will remain on view at I>.5. |, 1
01 21st Street, Long Island Ci
Queens, through March 12
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7 Manifestes Dada, published in Paris in 1924, illustrated by Picabia

THE AVANT-GARDE
BOOK 1900-1945
Franklin Furnace Archive,
112 Franklin St. Through May
6.
There are so many important and
hilarious books in this show, one
hardly knows where to begin. My
personal favorite might be Mar-
cel Duchamp's “thing," for it is
not & book but an antibook: La
boite-em-valise (1936-1941) is a
kind of fake portfolio or tongue-
in-cheek curriculum vitae that
contains 71 miniatures of the
artist's works, including his
1917 urinal, Fbuntain. Or it
might be the clanging red-and-
silver tin book made in 1932 by
futurists Fillipo Tomasso Mari-
netti and Tullio D’Albisola, with
its loud scenes of planes and ma-
chines painted on metal pages.
Metal pages! Those modernists
were comedians. In this super-
charged exhibition curated
knowingly by Jaroslav Andel,
Franklin Furnace has arrayed
texts from most of the important
movements of the early 20th cen-
tury: Constructivism, ecubism,
Dadaism, Expressionism, surre-
alism, symbolism, et al. While to-
day there may be an antitextual
bias in the arts, during the high
modernist period artists made
few works without also publish-
ing a manifesto, Showcasing this
proselytizing genre is Cabaret
Voltaire (1916), a gleaming sil-
ver 32-page pamphlet about
Dadaby Hugo Ball and Jean Arp.
Among the show's German
books depicting Weimar-period
excesses and scenes of social eol-
lapse, there is Der Geschicht der
hersehend Klass (1921), by dys-
peptic seer Georg Grosz, which
includes a pieture of pigs, mon-
keys, and asses dressed in black
tie, drinking from cups adorned
with swastikas. And mingling vi-
sual with verbal delirium is Sal-
vador Dali, who illustrated an
edition of Les Chants de Mal-
doror (1934) by poete maudit le

Comte de Lautreamont. But of
all the engrossing material in the
show, the most suggestive inclu-
sion is a 280-year-old experi-
mental novel that funetioned as
something of a preview of the
20th-century avant-garde: The
Life and Opinions of THstram
Shandy, Gentleman, Vol I, I
IX (1760) by Laurence Sterne.
With its blank sections under
various chapter headings, occa-
sional black pages, and asterisks
placed in the text, Thstram
Shandy announced, as long ago
as the 18th century, the freedom
of the publisher and the artist to
seize the book and make it
new. Edward Ball

PS1, 46-01 21st SL., Long Is-

land City. Through March 12,

The title of this exhibition, “Se-
cret Paintings,” may evoke im-
ages of Nordic mystery and mys-
ticism, of paintings produced in
some drafty medieval convent or
castle. Such speculation is only
half wrong. Hilma af Klint was
Swedish, but far from medieval.
She was born in 1862 and began
to create the paintings in this ex-
hibition in 1906. Spiritually in-
elined, as were so many early
modernists, this otherwise
down-to-earth woman formed a
circle of women actively interest-
ed in the oecult. (Be sure to see
the photograph of their seance
room in the show's catalog.)
During a 1904 seance, the voice
of “Ananda" predicted that the
artist would make mediumistic
paintings, and two years later
she began to produce extraordi-
nary paintings that are among
the earliest abstractions in 20th-
century art. Her works are char-
acterized by geometric diagrams
and archetypal symbols that
suggest everything from fetuses
to moleeular configurations. She
never entirely abandoned repre-
sentation; some works depict
crucifixions and saints, swans

and flowers. But even these con-
ventional motifs are far from
sentimentalized, especially in
light of late-19th-century reli-
gious art. The bold seale and
lightly worked paint make many
of her canvases seem peculiarly
up-to-date and out-of-time. Nor
is there anything in the show
that fails to corroborate Klint's
assertions that her hand was
somehow divinely guided in the
creation of these paintings. This
is a fascinating show that re-
minds us, once again, how nar-
row is our understanding of the
primarily spiritual basis of early-
20th-century abstraction.
Klint's peers are fellow theoso-
phists and spiritualists, includ-
ing Piet Mondrian, Wassily Kan-
dinsky, and Franz Marc—
hardly some artistic lunatic
fringe. Robert Atkins

HERMANN NITSCH
Luring, Augustine & Hodes
Gallery, 41 E. 57th St.

Through March 11.

Amid the fur couturiers and liz-
ard-skin shoe boutiques of 5Tth
Street is a show that chronicles
some of the most violent, most
sacrilegious and scatological, ce-
lebratorily decadent art that you
will see for a long time. But the
objects themselves are less inter-
esting than the question of how
they came to be “made.” For
over 20 years, Austrian artist
Hermann Nitsch has been stag-
ing performance events that re-
semble Dionysian blood rites or
medieval autos-da-fe. In a typi-
cal one, a brass band plays while
the carcass of a lamb or bull is
hoisted up and slit open, allowing
its blood and entrails to slither
over the bodies of nude initiates
splayed below. The animal flesh
is then put through various ritu-
als on an altar, and the perform-
ers wallow in the leavings. These
diversions, sometimes staged for
gothic effect at Nitsch's castle in
Prinzendorf, outside Vienna,
have caused Nitseh and his cirele
to be reviled in the performance-
art field. With a gesture that
gives new meaning to the word
commodification, the remnants
of Nitsch's events have been col-
lected and put up for sale. Here
are priests’ vestments soaked
with brown, crusty lamb’s blood;
mock stretchers that carried per-
formers; pseudo-sacred altar
cloths covered with dried body
fluids; and photographs of it all
that are sensationalist, voyeuris-
tie, and fascinating. Unfortu-
nately, these props seem trivial,
exactly like the props left over
from a Joseph Beuys perfor-
mance, unless one feverishly re-
conjures the spectacle of their or-
igin. In a gallery setting—
through no fault of Luring Au-
gustine, which deserves credit
for even proposing this show—
the objects are lifeless, unwel-
come. Nitsch's rites break ta-
boos; here, they are coddled, do-
mesticated. Edward Ball
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THE AVANT-GARDE
BOOK 1900-1945
Franklin Furnace Archive,
112 Franklin St. Through May
6.
There are so many important and
hilarious books in this show, one
hardly knows where to begin. My
personal favorite might be Mar-
cel Duchamp's “thing,' for it is
not a book but an antibook: La
boite-em-valise (1986-1941) is a
kind of fake portfolio or tongue-
in-cheek curriculum vitae that
contains T1 miniatures of the
artist's works, including his
1917 urinal, Fbuntain. Or it
might be the clanging red-and-
silver tin book made in 1932 by
futurists Fillipp Tomasso Mari-
netti and Tullio D' Albisola, with
its loud scenes of planes and ma-
chines painted on metal pages.
Metal pages! Those modernists
were comedians. In this super-
charged exhibition curated
knowingly by Jaroslav Andel,
Franklin Furnace has arrayed
texts from most of the important
movements of the early 20th cen-
tury: Constructivism, cubism,
Dadaism, Expressionism, surre-
alism, symbolism, et al. While to-
day there may be an antitextual
bias in the arts, during the high
modernist period artists made
few works without also publish-
ing a manifesto. Showcasing this
proselytizing genre is Cabaret
Voltaire (1916), a gleaming sil-
ver 32-page pamphlet about
Dada by Hugo Ball and Jean Arp.
Among the show's German
books depicting Weimar-period
excesses and scenes of social col-
lapse, there is Der Geschicht der
herschend Klass (1921), by dys-
peptic seer Georg Grosz, which
includes a picture of pigs, mon-
keys, and asses dressed in black
tie, drinking from cups adorned
with swastikas. And mingling vi-
sual with verbal delirium is Sal-
vador Dali, who illustrated an
edition of Les Chants de Mal-
doror (1934) by poete maudit le

Comte de Lautreamont. But of
all the engrossing material in the
show, the most suggestive inclu-
sion is & 230-year-old experi-
mental novel that functioned as
something of a preview of the
20th-century avant-garde: The
Life and Opinions of Tristram
Shandy, Gentleman, Vol I, IH
IX (1760) by Laurence Sterne.
With its blank sections under
various chapter headings, occa-
sional black pages, and asterisks
placed in the text, Tristram
Shandy announced, as long ago

and flowers. But even these con-
ventional motifs are far from
sentimentalized, especially in
light of late-19th-century reli-
gious art. The bold scale and
lightly worked paint make many
of her canvases seem peculiarly
up-to-date and out-of-time. Nor
is there anything in the show
that fails to corroborate Klint's
assertions that her hand was
somehow divinely guided in the
ereation of these paintings. This
is a fascinating show that re-
minds us, once again, how nar-
row is our ui ing of the
primarily spiritual basis of early-
20th-century abstraction.
Klint's peers are fellow theoso-
phists and spiritualists, includ-
ing Piet Mondrian, Wassily Kan-
dinsky, and Franz Marc—
hardly some artistic lunatic
fringe. Robert Atkins

HERMANN NITSCH
Luring, Augustine & Hodes
Gallery, 41 E. 57th St.
Through March 11.
Amid the fur couturiers and liz-
ard-skin shoe boutiques of 5Tth
Street is a show that chronicles
some of the most violent, most
sacrilegious and scatological, ce-
lebratorily decadent art that you
will see for a long time. But the
objects themselves are less inter-
esting than the question of how
they came to be “made.” For
over 20 years, Austrian artist
Hermann Nitsch has been stag-
ing performance events that re-
ble Di ian blood rites or

as the 18th century, the freedom
of the publisher and the artist to
seize the book and make it
new. Edward Ball

F

ES 1, 46-01 21st S, Long Is-

land City. Through March 12.

The title of this exhibition, “Se-
cret Paintings,” may evoke im-
ages of Nordie mystery and mys-
ticism, of paintings produced in
some drafty medieval convent or
castle. Such speculation is only
half wrong. Hilma af Klint was
Swedish, but far from medieval.
She was born in 1862 and began
to create the paintings in this ex-
hibition in 1906. Spiritually in-
clined, as were so many early
modernists, this otherwise
down-to-earth woman formed a
circle of women actively interest-
ed in the oceult. (Be sure to see
the photograph of their seance
room in the show's catalog.)
During a 1904 seance, the voice
of “Ananda" predicted that the
artist would make mediumistic
paintings, and two years later
she began to produce extraordi-
nary paintings that are among
the earliest abstractions in 20th-
eentury art. Her works are char-
acterized by geometric diagrams
and archetypal symbols that
suggest everything from fetuses
to molecular configurations. She
never entirely abandoned repre-
sentation; some works depict
crucifixions and saints, swans

medieval autos-da-fe. In a typi-
cal one, a brass band plays while
the carcass of a lamb or bull is
hoisted up and slit open, allowing
its blood and entrails to slither
over the bodies of nude initiates
splayed below. The animal fAlesh
is then put through various ritu-
als on an altar, and the perform-
ers wallow in the leavings. These
diversions, sometimes staged for
gothic effect at Nitsch's castle in
Prinzendorf, outside Vienna,
have caused Nitsch and his circle
to be reviled in the performance-
art field. With a gesture that
gives new meaning to the word
commodification, the remnants
of Nitsch's events have been col-
lected and put up for sale, Here
are priests’ vestments soaked
with brown, erusty lamb’s blood;
mock stretchers that carried per-
formers; pseudo-sacred altar
cloths covered with dried body
fluids; and photographs of it all
that are sensationalist, voyeuris-
tic, and fascinating. Unfortu-
nately, these props seem trivial,
exactly like the props left over
from a Joseph Beuys perfor-
mance, unless one feverishly re-
conjures the spectacle of their or-
igin. In a gallery setting—
through no fault of Luring Au-
gustine, which deserves credit
for even proposing this show—
the objects are lifeless, unwel-
come. Nitsch's rites break ta-
boos; here, they are coddled, do-
mesticated. Edward Ball
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THE AVANT-GARDE
BOOK 1900-1945
Franklin Furnace Archive,
112 Franklin St. Through May

6.
There are so many important and

hilarious books in this show, one
hardly knows where to begin. My
personal favorite might be Mar-
cel Duchamp's “thing," for it is
not a book but an antibook: La
boite-en-valise (1936-1941) is a
kind of fake portfolio or tongue-
in-cheek curriculum vitae that
contains 71 miniatures of the
artist's works, including his
1917 urinal, Fbuntain. Or it
might be the clanging red-and-
silver tin book made in 1932 by
futurists Fillipo Tomasso Mari-
netti and Tullio D' Albisola, with
its loud scenes of planes and ma-
chines painted on metal pages.
Metal pages! Those modernists
were comedians. In this super-
charged exhibition eurated
knowingly by Jaroslav Andel,
Franklin Furnace has arrayed
texts from most of the important
movements of the early 20th cen-
tury: Constructivism, ecubism,
Dadaism, Expressionism, surre-
alism, symbolism, et al. While to-
day there may be an antitextual
bias in the arts, during the high
modernist period artists made
few works without also publish-
ing a manifesto. Showcasing this
lytizing genre is Cabaret
Voltaire (1916), a gleaming sil-
ver 32-page pamphlet about
Dadaby Hugo Ball and Jean Arp.
Among the show's German
books depicting Weimar-period
excesses and scenes of social col-
lapse, there is Der Geschicht der
herschend Klass (1921), by dys-
peptic seer Georg Grosz, which
includes a picture of pigs, mon-
keys, and asses dressed in black
tie, drinking from cups adorned
with swastikas. And mingling vi-
sual with verbal delirium is Sal-
vador Dali, who illustrated an
edition of Les Chanis de Mal-
doror (1934) by poete maudit le

Comte de Lautreamont. But of
all the engrossing material in the
show, the most suggestive inclu-
sion is a 230-year-old experi-
mental novel that functioned as
something of a preview of the
20th-century avant-garde: The
Life and Opinions of Tristram
Shandy, Gentleman, Vol I, ITi
IX (1760) by Laurence Sterne.
With its blank sections under
various chapter headings, occa-
sional black pages, and asterisks
placed in the text, THstram
Shandy announced, as long ago
as the 18th century, the freedom
of the publisher and the artist to
seize the book and make it
new. Edward Ball

A

PS5 1, 46-01 21st St., Long Is-

land City. Through March 12.

The title of this exhibition, *'Se-
cret Paintings,” may evoke im-
ages of Nordic mystery and mys-
ticism, of paintings produced in
some drafty medieval convent or
castle. Such speculation is only
half wrong. Hilma af Klint was
Swedish, but far from medieval.
She was born in 1862 and began
to create the paintings in this ex-
hibition in 1906. Spiritually in-
clined, as were so many early
modernists, this otherwise
down-to-earth woman formed a
circle of women actively interest-
ed in the occult, (Be sure to see
the photograph of their seance
room in the show's catalog.)
During a 1904 seance, the voice
of “Ananda” predicted that the
artist would make mediumistic
paintings, and two years later
she began to produce extraordi-
nary paintings that are among
the earliest abstractions in 20th-
century art. Her works are char-
acterized by geometric diagrams
and archetypal symbols that
suggest everything from fetuses
to molecular configurations. She
never entirely abandoned repre-
sentation; some works depict
crucifixions and saints, swans

and flowers. But even these con-
ventional motifs are far from
sentimentalized, especially in
light of late-19th-century reli-
gious art. The bold scale and
lightly worked paint make many
of her canvases seem peculiarly
up-to-date and out-of-time. Nor
is there anything in the show
that fails to corroborate Klint's
assertions that her hand was
somehow divinely guided in the
creation of these paintings. This
is a fascinating show that re-
minds us, once again, how nar-
row is our understanding of the
primarily spiritual basis of early-
20th-century abstraction.
Klint's peers are fellow theoso-
phists and spiritualists, includ-
ing Piet Mondrian, Wassily Kan-
dinsky, and Franz Marc—
hardly some artistic lunatic
fringe. Robert Atkins

HERMANN NITSCH
Luring, Augustine & Hodes
Gallery, 41 E. 57th St.

Through March 11.

Amid the fur couturiers and liz-
ard-skin shoe boutigques of 5Tth
Street is a show that chronicles
some of the most violent, most
sacrilegious and scatological, ce-
lebratorily decadent art that you
will see for a long time. But the
objects themselves are less inter-
esting than the question of how
they came to be “made.” For
over 20 years, Austrian artist
Hermann Nitsch has been stag-
ing performance events that re-
semble Dionysian blood rites or
medieval autos-da-fe. In a typi-
cal one, a brass band plays while
the carcass of a lamb or bull is
hoisted up and slit open, allowing
its blood and entrails to slither
over the bodies of nude initiates
splayed below. The animal flesh
is then put through various ritu-
als on an altar, and the perform-
ers wallow in the leavings. These
diversions, sometimes staged for
gothic effect at Nitsch's castle in
Prinzendorf, outside Vienna,
have caused Nitsch and his circle
to be reviled in the performance-
art field. With a gesture that
gives new meaning to the word
commodification, the remnants
of Nitseh's events have been col-
lected and put up for sale. Here
are priests' vestments soaked
with brown, erusty lamb's blood;
mock stretchers that carried per-
formers; pseudo-sacred altar
cloths covered with dried body
fluids; and photographs of it all
that are sensationalist, voyeuris-
tie, and fascinating. Unfortu-
nately, these props seem trivial,
exactly like the props left over
from a Joseph Beuys perfor-
manee, unless one feverishly re-
conjures the spectacle of their or-
igin. In a gallery setting—
through no fault of Luring Au-
gustine, which deserves credit
for even proposing this show—
the objects are lifeless, unwel-
come. Nitsch's rites break ta-
boos; here, they are coddled, do-
mesticated. Edward Ball
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7 Manifestes Dada, published in Paris in 1924, illustrated by Picabia

THE AVANT-GARDE
BOOK 1900-1945
Fronklin Furnace Archive,
112 Franklin St. Through May
6.
There are 50 many important and
hilarious books in this show, one
hardly knows where to begin. My
personal favorite might be Mar-
cel Duchamp's “'thing," for it is
not a book but an antibook: La
boite-en-valise (1986-1941) is a
kind of fake portfolio or tongue-
in-cheek curriculum vitae that
contains 71 miniatures of the
artist's works, including his
1917 urinal, Fbuntain. Or it
might be the clanging red-and-
silver tin book made in 1932 by
futurists Fillipo Tomasso Mari-
netti and Tullio D’Albisola, with
its loud scenes of planes and ma-
chines painted on metal pages.
Metal pages! Those modernists
were comedians. In this super-
charged exhibition curated
knowingly by Jaroslav Andel,
Franklin Furnace has arrayed
texts from most of the important
movements of the early 20th cen-
tury: Constructivism, cubism,
Dadaism, Expressionism, surre-
alism, symbolism, et al. While to-
day there may be an antitextual
bias in the arts, during the high
modernist period artists made
few works without also publish-
ing a manifesto. Showeasing this
proselytizing genre is Cabaret
Voltaire (1916), a gleaming sil-
ver 32-page pamphlet about
Dada by Hugo Ball and Jean Arp.
Among the show's German
books depicting Weimar-period
excesses and scenes of social cal-
lapse, there is Der Geschicht der
herschend Klass (1921), by dys-
peptic seer Georg Grosz, which
includes a picture of pigs, mon-
keys, and asses dressed in black
tie, drinking from cups adorned
with swastikas. And mingling vi-
sual with verbal delirium is Sal-
vador Dali, who illustrated an
edition of Les Chants de Mal-
doror (1934) by poete maudit le

-

Comte de Lautreamont. But of
all the engrossing material in the
show, the most suggestive inclu-
sion is a 230-year-old experi-
mental novel that functioned as
something of a preview of the
20th-century avant-garde: The
Life and Opinions of Tristram
Shandy, Gentleman, Vol I, Il
IX (1760) by Laurence Sterne.
With its blank sections under
various chapter headings, occa-
sional black pages, and asterisks
placed in the text, Thstram
Shandy announced, as long ago

and flowers. But even these con-
ventional motifs are far from
sentimentalized, especially in
light of late-19th-century reli-
gious art. The bold scale and
lightly worked paint make many
of her canvases seem peculiarly
up-to-date and out-of-time. Nor
is there anything in the show
that fails to corroborate Klint's
assertions that her hand was
somehow divinely guided in the
creation of these paintings. This
is a fascinating show that re-

ing
primarily spiritual basis of early-
20th-century abstraction.
Klint's peers are fellow theoso-
phists and spiritualists, includ-
ing Piet Mondrian, Wassily Kan-
dinsky, and Franz Marc—
hardly some artistic lunatic
fringe. Robert Atkins

HERMANN NITSCH
Luring, Augustine & Hodes
Gallery, 41 E. 57th St.
Through March 11.
Amid the fur couturiers and liz-
ard-skin shoe boutiques of 57th
Street is a show that chronicles
some of the most violent, most
sacrilegious and seatological, ce-
lebratorily decadent art that you
will see for a long time. But the
objects themselves are less inter-
esting than the question of how
they came to be “made.” For
over 20 years, Austrian artist
Hermann Nitsch has been stag-
ing per!ormance events that re-
y blood rites or

as the 18th century, the freed

of the publisher and the artist to
seize the book and make it
new. Edward Ball

HILMA AF KLINT
£S 1 46-01 21st SL, Lar:g Is-

land City. Through March 12.

The title of this exhibition, *“Se-
cret Paintings,” may evoke im-
ages of Nordic mystery and mys-
ticism, of paintings produced in
some drafty medieval convent or
castle. Such speculation is only
half wrong. Hilma af Klint was
Swedish, but far from medieval.
She was born in 1862 and began
to create the paintings in this ex-
hibition in 1906. Spiritually in-
clined, as were so many early
modernists, this otherwise
down-to-earth woman formed a
circle of women actively interest-
ed in the occult. (Be sure to see
the photograph of their seance
room in the show's catalog.)
During a 1904 seance, the voice
of “Ananda" predicted that the
artist would make mediumistie
paintings, and two years later
she began to produce extraordi-
nary paintings that are among
the earliest abstractions in 20th-
century art. Her works are char-
acterized by geometric diagrams
and archetypal symbols that
suggest everything from fetuses
to molecular configurations. She
never entirely abandoned repre-
sentation; some works depict
erucifixions and saints, swans

medmrll autos-da-fe. In a typi-
cal one, a brass band plays while
the carcass of a lamb or bull is
hoisted up and slit open, allowing
its blood and entrails to slil;her
over the bodies of nude initiates
splayed below. The animal flesh
is then put through various ritu-
als on an altar, and the perform-
ers wallow in the leavings. These
diversions, sometimes staged for
gothic effect at Nitsch’s castle in
Prinzendorf, outside Vienna,
have caused Nitsch and his circle
to be reviled in the performance-
art field. With a gesture that
gives new mezmn,g to the word
tion, the s
of Nitsch's events have been col-
lected and put up for sale. Here
are priests’ vestments soaked
with brown, erusty lamb's blood:
mock stretchers that carried per-
formers; pseudo-sacred altar
cloths covered with dried body
fluids; and photographs of it all
that are sensationalist, voyeuris-
tic, and fascinating. Unfortu-
nately, these props seem trivial,
exactly like the props left over
from a Joseph Beuys perfor-
mance, unless one feverishly re-
conjures the spectacle of their or-
igin. In a gallery setting—
through no fault of Luring Au-
gustine, which deserves credit
for even proposing this show—
the objects are lifeless, unwel-
come. Nitsch's rites break ta-
boos; here, they are coddled, do-
mesticated. Edward Ball
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Contemplating
the Rose Hip

Invoking a mediumistic approach to art making,
the early 20th-century Swedish artist Hilma af Klint
created a remarkable body of visionary paintings
that was largely unknown until a recent show at P.S. 1.

Hilma af Klint: Group 1. Primordial Chaos.
Series WU, 1906, oil on canvas,

BY BROOKS ADAMS 16008 1€ hakes
ilma af Klint (1862-1944) was a Swedish visionary painter ! ; )
whose work was almost totally unknown until the 1986 “Spiri- :
tual in Art” show at the Los Angeles County Museum; there her
bizarrely proto-Minimalist geometric compositions from the early /‘}
part of the century came as a complete revelation, stealing the show L

from Kandinsky, Kupka and many contemporary artists. Working
mediumistically, at first in a circle of women, the Friday Group or
the Five, and later under the influence of Rudolf Steiner, af Klint
made some of the earliest abstract paintings, around 1907. She : -
construed them as part of a great commission to execute *'Drawings === 8

for the Temple” (ostensibly "dictat?d” by spirits named Amaliel, é e =

Ester and Georg), and having completed 111 pictures, she built a :

special studio to house them on the Swedish island of Munso. Today f;:‘;“:a 2‘ French Rose of the Lily. Series WU,
all her work belongs to the collection of the Stiftelsen Hilma af 229 by 31 hlm""""’

Klints Verk in Stockholm. This show, called “The Secret Pictures of

Hilma af Klint," which originated at the Nordic Arts Center in Opposite, Group 10. Altar Picture no, 1,
Helsinki, was the first in-depth look at af Klint's work, and it was 1915, tempera and oil on canvas,

extremely enterprising of P.S. 1 to take it on. ftudy Py ooy

At P.S. 1, we were confronted by room after room of startlingly
reductive Symbolist paintings. Af Klint had worked as a traditional
portraitist and landscape painter during the 1880s and '90s, and was
somewhat acclaimed in her native Stockholm; none of these conven-
tional works, unfortunately, were included in the P.S. 1 show.
Although af Klint was involved in mediumistic circles from an early
age (owing perhaps to the childhood death of a sister), her work did
not start to show wholeheartedly occult tendencies until 1905, when
she received her calling from the spirit Amaliel and vowed to spend
a year fulfilling his mission. Notes from the group's séance book
read: “Amaliel draws a sketch, which H. then paints. The goal is to
represent a seed from which evolution develops under rain and
tempest, lightning and storm." Such a vision is conveyed in the little
oil Group 1. Primordial Chaos. Series WU (1906), which shows a
spiraling figure cavorting above a choppy sea; this series, too, was
executed by means of psychic automatism under the guidance of a
spirit called Wu.
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A proto-Minimalist series of crisp
black-and-white circular diagrams from
1920, resembling phases of the moon,
seems to delineate a highly reductive
attempt at comparative religion.

Group 9. Series SUW. Swan no. 17, 1914-15,
oil on canvas, 61 by 59% inches.

Group 9. Series SUW. Swan no. 14, 191415,
oil on canvas, 61 by 59% inches.

166 December 1959

Af Klint's early spiritualist paintings are charaecterized by their
bright tempera colors and strict linear outlines, which recall the
visionary “dictations” of William Blake (whose influence can also be
felt in the contemporaneous drawings of Kahlil Gibran). Her imagery
of erucifixes surrounded by allegorical figures, organic shapes, astral
signs and words like “Vestal-Ascetic" (af Klint's ideal self-image)
would not be out of place in the more esoteric realms of Dutch and
Belgian Symbolism; and I feel sure she would have had something to
talk about with the likes of Jean Delville or even Mondrian, whose
early connections to Theosophy are well known.

Her exclusion from art history until now is thus something of a
conundrum; her isolation seems to have been more than geograph-
ical (she remained a spinster and did not leave home until the age of
58, when her mother died). She was omitted from a recent survey of
Scandinavian art, Neil Kent's “The Triumph of Light and Nature:
Nordic Art 1740-1940" (1987), which included other marginal,
though more cosmopolitan, figures such as Nils Dardel.

E arly sequences, notably The Ten Greatest series of 1907, with

its loopy spirals and egg shapes in large field paintings denoting
“Youth” and “Manhood,” again executed under the influence of
mediumistic spirits, were later described in her journal: “Ten para-
disiacally beautiful paintings were to be executed; the paintings
were to be in colors that would be educational and they would reveal
my feelings to me in an economical way. ... It was the meaning of
the leaders to give the world a glimpse of the systems of the four
parts in the life of man.” From 1908 to 1912, her visions having
ceased, af Klint stopped painting, Then she began again.

Probably the high point of the show was a dazzling group of
largely black-and-white canvases (1914-15) depicting swans, with
electric blue feet and beaks, kissing and even copulating. Final
Picture from the Series SUW. Swan (1915) is almost square, divided
into four parts with a black and a white swan kissing at the center,
their beaks interlaced with an astral symbol of a floating cube. Af
Klint envisioned St. George and the Dragon as a series of tiny and big
vulva shapes in large fields containing crucifixes and orbs. Her trio
of big Altar Pictures (1915) are proto-Paul Klee color pyramids with
foliate scrolls below and gold orbs whizzing above—a novel form of
20th-century religious painting.

A botanical illustration like Violets with Guidelines (1919),
accompanied by square diagrams for each plant, documents her
move towards a more naturalistic approach under Steiner's
influence. Yet what those little squares mean is anyone's guess—is
she graphing the spiritual energy of each plant? A 1920 series of
crisp black-and-white circular diagrams, resembling phases of the
moon, delineates “The Standpoint of the Jews at the Birth of Jesus,”
“The Muslim Standpoint” and “Mahatma’s Present Standpoint.”
These seem to be a highly reductive attempt at comparative religion.
In the '20s, when she traveled frequently to Dornach, Switzerland, to
be near Steiner, af Klint started doing loose, flowing abstract water-
colors with titles like Contemplating the Rose Hip (1922).

In the '30s, af Klint alternately continued her plant studies and
painted portraits of her neighbors (none of which were in the show);
she is even on record as painting her vision of the bombing of
London—1832! Having stipulated in her will that her paintings were
not to be shown until 20 years after her death, she is said to have
believed that recognition for her work would come only near the end
of the century. In this, as in so much of her art, Hilma af Klint seems
to have been way ahead of her time. 0

Author: Brooks Adams is a free-lance wriler who lves in New York.
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Contemplating
the Rose Hip

Invoking a mediumistic approach to art making,
the early 20th-century Swedish artist Hilma af Klint
created a remarkable body of visionary paintings
that was largely unknown until a recent show at P.S. 1.

BY BROOKS ADAMS

H ilma af Klint (1862-1944) was a Swedish visionary painter
whose work was almost totally unknown until the 1986 “Spiri-
tual in Art" show at the Los Angeles County Museum; there her
bizarrely proto-Minimalist geometric compositions from the early
part of the century came as a complete revelation, stealing the show
from Kandinsky, Kupka and many contemporary artists. Working
mediumistically, at first in a circle of women, the Friday Group or
the Five, and later under the influence of Rudolf Steiner, af Klint
made some of the earliest abstract paintings, around 1907. She
construed them as part of a great commission to execute “Drawings
for the Temple" (ostensibly “dictated” by spirits named Amaliel,
Ester and Georg), and having completed 111 pictures, she built a
special studio to house them on the Swedish island of Munso. Today
all her work belongs to the collection of the Stiftelsen Hilma af
Klints Verk in Stockholm. This show, called “The Secret Pictures of
Hilma af Klint," which originated at the Nordic Arts Center in
Helsinki, was the first in-depth look at af Klint's work, and it was
extremely enterprising of P.S. 1 to take it on.

At P.S. 1, we were confronted by room after room of startlingly
reductive Symbolist paintings. Af Klint had worked as a traditional
portraitist and landscape painter during the 1880s and "90s, and was
somewhat acclaimed in her native Stockholm; none of these conven-
tional works, unfortunately, were included in the P.S. 1 show.
Although af Klint was involved in mediumistic circles from an early
age (owing perhaps to the childhood death of a sister), her work did
not start to show wholeheartedly occult tendencies until 1905, when
she received her calling from the spirit Amaliel and vowed to spend
a year fulfilling his mission. Notes from the group's séance book
read: “Amaliel draws a sketch, which H. then paints. The goal is to
represent a seed from which evolution develops under rain and
tempest, lightning and storm.” Such a vision is conveyed in the little
oil Group 1. Primordial Chaos. Series WU (1906), which shows a
spiraling figure cavorting above a choppy sea; this series, too, was
executed by means of psychic automatism under the guidance of a
spirit called Wu.

Rt |
Hilma af Klint: Group 1. Primordial Chaos.
Series WU, 1906, oil on canvas,
1912 by 15 inches.

Group 2. The French Rose of the Lily. Series WU,
1907, oil on canvas,
22% by 31 inches.

Opposite, Group 10. Altar Picture no. 1,
18135, tempera and vil on canvas,
729 by 59% inches.
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A proto-Minimalist series of crisp
black-and-white circular diagrams from
1920, resembling phases of the moon,
seems to delineate a highly reductive
attempt at comparative religion.

Group 9. Series SUW. Swan no. 17, 191415,
oil on canvas, 61 by 59% inches.

Group 9. Serfes SUW. Swan no. 14, [914-15,
oll on canvas, 61 by 59% inches.

December 1989

Af Klint's early spiritualist paintings are characterized by their
bright tempera colors and strict linear outlines, which recall the
visionary “dictations” of William Blake (whose influence can also be
felt in the contemporaneous drawings of Kahlil Gibran). Her imagery
of crucifixes surrounded by allegorical figures, organic shapes, astral
signs and words like “Vestal-Ascetic” (af Klint’s ideal self-image)
would not be out of place in the more esoteric realms of Dutch and
Belgian Symbolism; and I feel sure she would have had something to
talk about with the likes of Jean Delville or even Mondrian, whose
early connections to Theosophy are well known.

Her exclusion from art history until now is thus something of a
conundrum; her isolation seems to have been more than geograph-
ical (she remained a spinster and did not leave home until the age of
58, when her mother died). She was omitted from a recent survey ol
Scandinavian art, Neil Kent's “The Triumph of Light and Nature
Nordic Art 1740-1840" (1987), which included other marginal
though more cosmopolitan, figures such as Nils Dardel.

E arly sequences, notably The Ten Greatest series of 1907, with
its loopy spirals and egg shapes in large field paintings denoting
“Youth"” and “Manhood,” again executed under the influence of
mediumistic spirits, were later deseribed in her journal: “Ten para
disiacally beautiful paintings were to be executed; the painting:
were to be in colors that would be educational and they would revea
my feelings to me in an economical way. ... It was the meaning ol
the leaders to give the world a glimpse of the systems of the fou
parts in the life of man." From 1908 to 1912, her visions having
ceased, af Klint stopped painting. Then she began again.

Probably the high point of the show was a dazzling group of
largely black-and-white canvases (1914-15) depicting swans, witl
electric blue feet and beaks, kissing and even copulating. Fina
Picture from the Series SUW. Swan (1915) is almost square, divide
into four parts with a black and a white swan kissing at the center
their beaks interlaced with an astral symbol of a floating cube. A
Klint envisioned St. George and the Dragon as a series of tiny and big
vulva shapes in large fields containing crucifixes and orbs. Her tri
of big Altar Pictures (1915) are proto-Paul Klee color pyramids wit!
foliate scrolls below and gold orbs whizzing above—a novel form o!
20th-century religious painting.

A botanical illustration like Violets with Guidelines (1919)
accompanied by square diagrams for each plant, documents he:
move towards a more naturalistic approach under Steiner
influence. Yet what those little squares mean is anyone's guess—i:
she graphing the spiritual energy of each plant? A 1920 series o
crisp black-and-white circular diagrams, resembling phases of th
moon, delineates “The Standpoint of the Jews at the Birth of Jesus,
“The Muslim Standpoint” and “Mahatma's Present Standpoint.
These seem to be a highly reductive attempt at comparative religion
In the '20s, when she traveled frequently to Dornach, Switzerland, t
be near Steiner, af Klint started doing loose, flowing abstract water
colors with titles like Contemplating the Rose Hip (1922).

In the '30s, af Klint alternately continued her plant studies an
painted portraits of her neighbors (none of which were in the show)
she is even on record as painting her vision of the bombing o
London—1932! Having stipulated in her will that her paintings wer:
not to be shown until 20 years after her death, she is said to hav
believed that recognition for her work would come only near the en:
of the century. In this, as in so much of her art, Hilma af Klint seem
to have been way ahead of her time. :

Author: Brooks Adams is a freelance wriler who lives in New York,
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Contemplating
the Rose Hip

Invoking a mediumistic approach to art making,
the early 20th-century Swedish artist Hilma af Klint
created a remarkable body of visionary paintings
that was largely unknown until a recent show at P.S. 1.
i o - e 3
Hilma af Klint: Group 1. Primordial Chaos.

Series WU, 1906, oil on canvas,

BY BROOKS ADAMS i Moo

H ilma af Klint (1862-1944) was a Swedish visionary painter

whose work was almost totally unknown until the 1986 “Spiri-

tual in Art” show at the Los Angeles County Museum; there her

bizarrely proto-Minimalist geometric compositions from the early

part of the century came as a complete revelation, stealing the show

from Kandinsky, Kupka and many contemporary artists. Working

mediumistically, at first in a circle of women, the Friday Group or

the Five, and later under the influence of Rudolf Steiner, af Klint

made some of the earliest abstract paintings, around 1907. She

construed them as part of a great commission to execute “Drawings

for the Temple” (ostensibly “dictated” by spirits named Amaliel, L= : —
Ester and Georg), and having completed 111 pictures, she built a =

special studio to house them on the Swedish island of Munso. Today Stoup.2. The Treack soac ol e L ete TS
all her work belongs to the collection of the Stiftelsen Hilma af
Klints Verk in Stockholm. This show, called “The Secret Pictures of
Hilma af Klint," which originated at the Nordic Arts Center in
Helsinki, was the first in-depth look at af Klint's work, and it was
extremely enterprising of P.S. | to take it on.

At PS. |, we were confronted by room after room of startlingly
reductive Symbolist paintings. Af Klint had worked as a traditional
portraitist and landscape painter during the 1880s and '90s, and was
somewhat acclaimed in her native Stockholm; none of these conven-
tional works, unfortunately, were included in the P.S. | show.
Although af Klint was involved in mediumistic circles from an early
age (owing perhaps to the childhood death of a sister), her work did
not start to show wholeheartedly occult tendencies until 1905, when
she received her calling from the spirit Amaliel and vowed to spend
a year fulfilling his mission. Notes from the group's séance book
read: “Amaliel draws a sketch, which H. then paints. The goal is to
represent a seed from which evolution develops under rain and
tempest, lightning and storm." Such a vision is conveyed in the little
oil Group 1. Primordial Chaos. Series WU (1906), which shows a
spiraling figure cavorting above a choppy sea; this series, too, was
executed by means of psychic automatism under the guidance of a
spirit called Wu.

1807, oil on canvas,
22% by 31 inches.

fipposite, Group 10. Altar Picture no. 1,
19135, tempera and oil on canvas,
72% by 59% inches.
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A proto-Minimalist series of crisp
black-and-white circular diagrams from
1920, resembling phases of the moon,
seems to delineate a highly reductive
attempt at comparative religion.

Group 9. Series SUW. Swan no. 17, 1814-15,
oil on canvas, 61 by 59% inches.

Group 9. Series SUW. Swan no. 14, 1814-15,
oil on canvas, 61 by 59% inches.

166 December 19589

Af Klint's early spiritualist paintings are characterized by their
bright tempera colors and strict linear outlines, which recall the
visionary “dictations” of William Blake (whose influence can also be
felt in the contemporaneous drawings of Kahlil Gibran). Her imagery
of crucifixes surrounded by allegorical figures, organic shapes, astral
signs and words like “Vestal-Ascetic” (af Klint's ideal self-image)
would not be out of place in the more esoteric realms of Dutch and
Belgian Symbolism; and I feel sure she would have had something to
talk about with the likes of Jean Delville or even Mondrian, whose
early connections to Theosophy are well known.

Her exclusion from art history until now is thus something of a
conundrum; her isolation seems to have been more than geograph-
ical (she remained a spinster and did not leave home until the age of
58, when her mother died). She was omitted from a recent survey of
Scandinavian art, Neil Kent's “The Triumph of Light and Nature:
Nordic Art 1740-1940" (1987), which included other marginal
though more cosmopolitan, figures such as Nils Dardel.

E arly sequences, notably The Ten Greatest series of 1907, witl
its loopy spirals and egg shapes in large field paintings denoting
“Youth” and “Manhood," again executed under the influence o
mediumistic spirits, were later described in her journal: “Ten para
disiacally beautiful paintings were to be executed; the paintings
were to be in colors that would be educational and they would reveal
my feelings to me in an economical way. ... It was the meaning of
the leaders to give the world a glimpse of the systems of the four
parts in the life of man." From 1908 to 1912, her visions having
ceased, af Klint stopped painting. Then she began again.

Probably the high point of the show was a dazaling group ol
largely black-and-white canvases (1914-15) depicting swans, witl
electric blue feet and beaks, kissing and even copulating. Fina
Picture from the Series SUW. Swan (1915) is almost square, divide
into four parts with a black and a white swan kissing at the center
their beaks interlaced with an astral symbol of a floating cube. A
Klint envisioned St. George and the Dragon as a series of tiny and bis
vulva shapes in large fields containing crucifixes and orbs. Her trit
of big Altar Pictures (1915) are proto-Paul Klee color pyramids witl
foliate scrolls below and gold orbs whizzing above—a novel form of
20th-century religious painting.

A botanical illustration like Violets with Guidelines (1919)
accompanied by square diagrams for each plant, documents he:
move towards a more naturalistic approach under Steiner'
influence. Yet what those little squares mean is anyone's guess—i
she graphing the spiritual energy of each plant? A 1920 series o
crisp black-and-white circular diagrams, resembling phases of the
moon, delineates “The Standpoint of the Jews at the Birth of Jesus,
“The Muslim Standpoint” and “Mahatma’s Present Standpoint.
These seem to be a highly reductive attempt at comparative religior
[n the "20s, when she traveled frequently to Dornach, Switzerland, v
be near Steiner, af Klint started doing loose, flowing abstract water
colors with titles like Contemplating the Rose Hip (1922),

In the '30s, af Klint alternately continued her plant studies an:
painted portraits of her neighbors (none of which were in the show)
she is even on record as painting her vision of the bombing o
London—1932! Having stipulated in her will that her paintings wer:
not to be shown until 20 years after her death, she is said to hav
believed that recognition for her work would come only near the en
of the century. In this, as in so much of her art, Hilma af Klint seem
to have been way ahead of her time. (

Author: Brooks Adams is a free-lance writer who lives in New York
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KRITIKER-UMFRAGE

The New York Times

L..Picassound Braque: Pio-
niere des Kubismus* im
MNew Yorker Museum of
Modern Art — wegen ihrer
starken, kompromiBlosen
Konzentration auf die vi-
talen Wechselbezichungen
zwischen den beiden Min-
nern, die den Modernismus

- des 20, Jahrhunderts erfun-
den haben,

Verlug Gruner + Jahr AG & Co
Warburgstrale 50, 2000 Hamburg 36

2. Die Francis-Bacon-Re-
trospektive im Hirshhorn
Museumn von Washington,
D.C. — weil Bacon nie
dazu imstande war, die
Formel seiner obsessiven

- und hdchst theatralischen
Angst-, Sex- und Gewalt-
Botschaften zu dndern. Er
istzwar ein brillanter Maler,
tritt aber auf der Stelle.

3. Hilma af Klint (1863 bis -
1944), cine schwedische
Malerin, die in der Zeit von
1906 bis .Euh den uni'druhe[n
zwanziger Jahren vol-
lig abgeschnitten von der
Kgunmaeit erstaunlich inno-
vative Werke abstrakier
Kunst hervorbrachte. Pul-
sierende Farben, organisch-
geometrische Formen und
sprechende Kompositionen
lieBen einen an Kandinsky
und Matisse denken (Gese-
hen im PS. 1, Queens).
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Von Grace Glueck entdeckt:
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zwischen den beiden Man- Bild von Hilma af Klint (1906)
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des 20. Jahrhunderts erfun-
den haben a
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WarburgstraBe 50, 2000 Hamburg 36

Nr. 1
Januar 1990

2. Die Francis-Bacon-Re-
trospektive im Hirshhorn
Museum von Washington,
D.C. = weil Bacon ne
dazu imstande war, die
Formel seiner obsessiven
und hochst theatralischen
Angst-, Sex- und Gewalt-
Botschafien zu dndern. Er
ist zwar ein brillanter Maler,
tritt aber aul der Stelle.

3. Hilma af Klint (I863 bis
1944), eine schwedische
Malerin, die in der Zeit von
1906 bis 2u den frihen
gwanziger Jahren und vil-
lig abgeschnitten von der
Kunstwelt erstaunlich inno-
vative Werke abstrakier
Kunst hervorbrachie, Pul-
sierende Farben, orgianisch-
geometrische Formen und
sprechende Kompositionen
lieBen einen an Kandinsky
und Matisse denken (Gese-
hen im PS. |, Queens)
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Nr. 1
Januar 1990

2. Die Francis-Bacon-Re-
trospektive 1im Hirshhorn
Museum von Washington,
D.C. — weil Bacon nie
dazu imstande war, die
Formel seiner obsessiven
und hochst theatralischen
Angst-, Sex- und Gewalt-
Botschaften zu andern. Er
istzwar ein brillanter Maler,
tritt aber auf der Stelle.

3. Hilma af Klint (1863 bis
1944), eine schwedische
Malerin, die in der Zeit von
1906 bis zu den f[rihen
zwanziger Jahren und vol-
lig abgeschnitien von der
I(%lnslwclt erstaunlich inno-
vative Werke abstrakier
Kunst hervorbrachie. Pul-
sierende Farben, organisch-
geometrische Formen und
sprechende Kompositionen
lieBen einen an Kandinsky
und Matisse denken (Gese-
hen im PS. 1, Queens).
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7 Manifestes Dada, published in Paris in 1924, illustrated by Picabia

THE AVANT-GARDE
BOOK 1900-1945
Franklin Furnace Archive,
112 Franklin St. Through May

6.
There are so many important and
hilarious books in this show, one
hardly knows where to begin. My
personal favorite might be Mar-
cel Duchamp’s “thing," for it is
not a book but an antibook: La
boite-en-valise (1936-1941) is a
kind of fake portfolio or tongue-
in-cheek curriculum vitae that
contains T1 miniatures of the
artist's works, including his
1817 urinal, Fbuntain. Or it
might be the clanging red-and-
silver tin book made in 1932 by
futurists Fillipo Tomasso Mari-
netti and Tullio D' Albisola, with
its loud scenes of planes and ma-
chines painted on metal pages.
Metal pages! Those modernists
were comedians. In this super-
charged exhibition curated
knowingly by Jaroslav Andel,
Franklin Furnace has arrayed
texts from most of the important
movements of the early 20th cen-
tury: Constructivism, cubism,
Dadaism, Expressionism, surre-
alism, symbolism, et al. While to-
day there may be an antitextual
bias in the arts, during the high
modernist period artists made
few works without also publish-
ing & manifesto, Showcasing this
proselytizing genre is Cabaret
Voltaire (1916), a gleaming sil-
ver 82-page pamphlet about
Dada by Hugo Ball and Jean Arp.
Among the show's German
books depicting Weimar-period
excesses and scenes of social col-
lapse, there is Der Geschicht der
herschend Klass (1921), by dys-
peptic seer Georg Grosz, which
includes a picture of pigs, mon-
keys, and asses dressed in black
tie, drinking from cups adorned
with swastikas. And mingling vi-
sual with verbal delirium is Sal-
vador Dali, who illustrated an
edition of Les Chants de Mal-
doror (1934) by poele maudit le

Comte de Lautreamont. But of
all the engrossing material in the
show, the most suggestive inclu-
sion is a 230-year-old experi-
mental novel that functioned as
something of a preview of the
20th-century avant-garde: The
Life and Opinions of Tristram
Shandy, Gentleman, Vol I, I
IX (1760) by Laurence Sterne.
With its blank sections under
various chapter headings, occa-
sional black pages, and asterisks
placed in the text, THstram
Shandy announced, as long ago
as the 18th century, the freedom
of the publisher and the artist to
seize the book and make it
new. Edward Ball

g!tﬂl AF KLINT
46-01 21st St., Long Is-

land City. Through March 12.

The title of this exhibition, **Se-
cret Paintings,” may evoke im-
ages of Nordie mystery and mys-
ticism, of paintings produced in
some drafty medieval convent or
castle. Such speculation is only
half wrong. Hilma af Klint was
Swedish, but far from medieval.
She was born in 1862 and began
to ereate the paintings in this ex-
hibition in 1906. Spiritually in-
clined, as were so many early
modernists, this otherwise
down-to-earth woman formed a
circle of women actively interest-
ed in the occult. (Be sure to see
the photograph of their seance
room in the show's catalog.)
During a 1904 seance, the voice
of “Ananda' predicted that the
artist would make mediumistic
paintings, and two years later
she began to produce extraordi-
nary paintings that are among
the earliest abstractions in 20th-
century art. Her works are char-
acterized by geometric diagrams
and archetypal symbols that
suggest everything from fetuses
to molecular configurations. She
never entirely abandoned repre-
sentation; some works depict
erucifixions and saints, swans

and flowers. But even these con-
ventional motifs are far from
sentimentalized, especially in
light of late-19th-century reli-
gious art. The bold scale and
lightly worked paint make many
of her canvases seem peculiarly
up-to-date and out-of-time. Nor
is there anything in the show
that fails to corroborate Klint's
assertions that her hand was
somehow divinely guided in the
ereation of these paintings. This
is a fascinating show that re-
minds us, once again, how nar-
row is our understanding of the
primarily spiritual basis of early-
20th-century abstraction.
Klint’s peers are fellow theoso-
phists and spiritualists, includ-
ing Piet Mondrian, Wassily Kan-
dinsky, and Franz Mare—
hardly some artistic lunatic
fringe. Robert Atkins

HERMANN NITSCH
Luring, Augustine & Hodes
Gallery, 41 E. 57th St.

Through March 11.

Amid the fur couturiers and liz-
ard-skin shoe boutiques of 5Tth
Street is a show that chronicles
some of the most violent, most
sacrilegious and scatological, ce-
lebratorily decadent art that you
will see for a long time. But the
objects themselves are less inter-
esting than the question of how
they came to be “made.' For
over 20 years, Austrian artist
Hermann Nitsch has been stag-
ing performance events that re-
semble Dionysian blood rites or
medieval autos-da-fe. In a typi-
cal ong, a brass band plays while
the carcass of a lamb or bull is
hoisted up and slit open, allowing
its blood and entrails to slither
over the bodies of nude initiates
splayed below. The animal flesh
is then put through various ritu-
als on an altar, and the perform-
ers wallow in the leavings. These
diversions, sometimes staged for
gothic effect at Nitsch's castle in
Prinzendorf, outside Vienna,
have caused Nitsch and his cirele
to be reviled in the performance-
art field. With a gesture that
gives new meaning to the word
commodification, the remnants
of Nitsch's events have been col-
lected and put up for sale. Here
are priests’ vestments soaked
with brown, erusty lamb's blood;
mock stretehers that carried per-
formers; pseudo-sacred altar
cloths covered with dried body
fluids; and photographs of it all
that are sensationalist, voyeuris-
tic, and fascinating. Unfortu-
nately, these props seem trivial,
exactly like the props left over
from a Joseph Beuys perfor-
mance, unless one feverishly re-
conjures the spectacle of their or-
igin. In a gallery setting—
through no fault of Luring Au-
gustine, which deserves credit
for even proposing this show—
the objects are lifeless, unwel-
come, Nitsch's rites break ta-
boos; here, they are coddled, do-
mesticated. Edward Ball
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Hilma af Klint

stonishing, in this day of simulacra and

mass-media information, that a pre

viously unknown artist (born in Swe
den in 1862) can not only come to light, but
also come to our attention with a richly devel
oped and complete body of work that expands
the history of the movement from representa
tion 1o abstraction. Hilma af Klint, unlike her
near-contemporaries Wassily Kandinsky, Piet
Mondrian, and Arthur Dove, labored under the
effects of those conditions which frequently
marginalized women, non-conformists, and the
self-raught

In the early 1900's already twenty years
into-af Klint's career, groups of composers, writ-
ers, and visual artists began to pull away from
the canons and conventions of representation
roward abstraction and, subsequently, modem
art For visual artists this meant developing a
new, svmbolic use of line, form, color, and or
ganization of space—as opposed ro the strictly
“.I[l[r.l! .\.H('L.L"SMVL'])'. ﬁ_\'l'l'li‘“lll SIENS ﬂ”d C(‘KI‘.‘)
h['t'.ii'l'»{' prt.'h:rrt:d over dl[l.‘(.'[ (FE‘M'F\'E!“(‘“R. as
”]l.'-'.'i'l.l‘ll.\[ 1C 'n'"“l }X‘!Sil[\']hll\. VICWsS were l“.'“’}:
dl_\”l‘"“](‘li }‘!' l"l‘lh ph_\:hli'h '.”1{' [“H\'('I'I(J'.iﬂHl}'hih
This growth of abstraction reflected an interest
in addinonal layers of meaning about reality
and the human condition, as well as a sense of
one's place in the world.

One can trace the beginning of wrn-of-
the-century abstraction not as a break from pre-
vious history, but rather as a link connected to
a historical spiral, re-emerging at a larer time,
in an altered form. It was actually just about
150 years before that gnostic and cabalistic liter-
ature, along with Edmund Burke's Philosophe
‘ .a‘:'l fm,rmn' it the Sublime and the anm/.-a’
11756), and Emanuel Swedenborg’s The Infinite
and the Final Cause of Creatron (1734), and the
work of William Blake, offered a counterpoint
to the rationalism of the Enlightenment. Throw-
ing a backward view over history, these writings,
particularly the cabala, had a profound influ-
ence on the major scientists and thinkers of thar
time as a means of speculation and interpreta-
von. Yert it was in the Romantic early 19th cen
tury that the surge of technology coincided with
materialist beliefs in science, leading to their
dominance within the spheres of the social, and
the personal, to which early abstraction first
responded; it has proceeded in this century in
the commodity culture and the society of the
spec Tac |l'

As “facts” came to replace hermeneutical
mterpretation and speculation in the 1800, the
same analogy could be drawn regarding the

The

Strange 1rony hl'll‘ |'.I\ n II'IK‘ (!TTI.‘LI I'l.'\":rh'ﬂ[, or

wext, or ]UL-\“U!'I_ of |I'IL‘ |"IUFI|:H'I }'H‘d\'.

ii'.‘\_"l-"l'll:"n[. as [I'll.' h'\'lnhl‘ll(' .!n(l Hl.-“.n[iﬁ(-.
which connotes the body, r1'|-|-.lu_1.f the denoted,
“sensed” one, It is with this point that we face
the epoch of the mid-nineteenth century in
which at Klint's accomplishments can best be
measured and seen not only tor her personal
commitment and resolve, but ulso for her sense
of selt agamnst a (doubly) hostle environment
Af Klint had long had an interest in
mathematics and science. She was highly reclu-
sive, preferring to work alone after her formal
art training, Yet like other, more well-known
artists, she was greatly interested in mysticism
.Inl} '\(\'J]!:\"]_ ;"](i mn |'|('1 (".“'l'n vears cven
worked in trance-like states \\("lliunﬁncgulwra]
moverment from representation to abstraction,
ab Klint

ot the

as one of the first to wpify the loss
oryunal reterent as the organie and un
thed selt became gradually exchanged and re-
iennihied as symbolic in a symbolic feld

Hilma af Klint’s achievements also in-
clude her pioneering use of geometric abstrac
tion. She frequently worked through motifs of
lines, squares, triangles, helixes, and spheres,
T'hese were utilized schemaucally, along with
specific applications of color. While all this
work antedates most 20th-century abstraction,
it is her use of the sphere that is especially
noteworthy. Here, she was able to express a
different sense of tme: as a nodule of experi-
ence, or time lived; as apart from a deployment
of Vico's ordered, linear chronology.

These visual techniques continue in al-
tered form today, with the linguistics intact but
at best expressive of a metaphysic far removed
from the transcendent. Ross Bleckner, whose
paintings richly investigate the metaphysical
qualities of human consciousness, masterfully
portrays the continued drive toward an episte-
mological understanding of reality and our-
selves. The paintings of Marilyn Lerner reveal
their psychological resonances through intuited
structuring of both shape and color. In Mary
K. Weatherford's diprych paintings, a photo ot
a movie director is juxtaposed with the names
of all the female stars consumed by the vehicle
of the movie, their names in circular “targets.
Like Hilma af Klint, who died in 1944, each of
these artists today presents an art that stages
the difference berween history and nature, and
in which their irtesolvable ditference marks that
trope wherein we explore the limits and poten-
tials of human nature, in o culture. (PS 1
Long Island City, January 15-March 12)

Pat MeC oy
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| OOKING AT ART

BACK FROM
THE BEYOND

H:Jnm af Khint, a Swedish
painter who came from a
promunent naval and scien
tihe Famuly, died in 1944 at
the age of 81. In her will,
she decreed that her works
ol art. which had been seen
only by a few close friends.
should be kept together by
her nephew Erik. She fur
ther stipulated that they
should not be shown public
Ly for atleast 20 years, when
the world might be ready to
receivie them

In the "60s Enk tried to
hnd & public institution to
care for the leg more
than 1.200 paintings

. Wwoks

watercs

1nes note
AL L] S Jandd i
He was mer with incon
savs  Ake
curator of the Sutiel
Klints Verl

foundation in

srahedsian
ant
wen Halma af
he private
Stockholm Enik. finally ¢s
tablished in 1977 o admmn
ister the collection

By the nud-"80s the an
chimate had changed. In
1986 more than o dozen af
Klint paintings appearcd n
the maugural show of the
revamped Angeles
County  Muscum of  Art,

I'he Spiritual in Art. Ab-
painting 1590
1985."" Artists and histori
ans them
stunned w hnd an carly ab
stractiomist of such remark
able authority—vet one who
was almost unknown, Now,
thanks 10 a sweeping survey
of her work at New York's
Institute for Art and Urban
Resources (hetter Known as
g the breadth of her achievement has
The show was like a great

Los

stract

who saw were

become clear
archeological find: room after room of uni
magined riches, Critics gave it prominent
Artists went back again and again

"Hilma®"  with
wirrk looked like

wne visitor sad

revicws
and  began 1o speak of
friendly Gamiliarity, **The
it was done vesterday

M K hint was a respected member of the

Af Kiint's arcane sp

Swedish academy who began her career in

the conventional way, making portraits,
landscapes. and sull lifes. But she was not
hike mast people, and she knew it. Even as
4 child, sl

the future

expenienced inexplicable vi
Religion—espec
and spintism becan

Fher life. In the late 1880s she

sions ol
Christint
portant

started ¢ part in seances with 4 small

iritual beliefs gave rise to such paintings as G

ARTnews

P 10. Altar Picture No. 2, 1915.

circle of women friends. She frequently
acted as the medium herselt during the
SEANONS, SIting i a trance and conveying
messages 10 the group from the spiritual
world. The women were first urged o curry

our automatic writing, then  autamatic
drawing. And i 1904,
Klint, a spint called Ananda imformed ber

[rannt

according al

thit she would be asked 1o execute
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Af Klint insisted her work remain hidden
until the world was ready to receive it.

mgs on the astral plane.” Another

wumide. Amaliel, sad sternly

tdeny voursell so thut vour pride s

broken.™ The artist
Amahiel offered me o commission ain

Wrote inher not

immediately replicd ves, ™" She wis 42
A voung woman any Jlonger
but so she embarked oo her
true life's work

Fhere were veuars of prelim
inary. punfying
The first pantng &f Klhint
“received’” from her spirit
advisers. Primordial  Chaos
(1906, 15 almost a landscape
A page-size unstretched can
vis, it presents an embryonic

CXCICIAGS

shape floatng cloudlike noa
pale blue lield above a hon
con. A choppy. dark blue
stripe of

tom can be seen as 4

s, The image 1s reinforced
by a veil of slanted. roughly
marked bluck lines over all

4 violent storm suitable 1o the
creative spirit. The sume year
brought a series of 26 small
oils, which she designated the
WU Senies. ™ Done predom-
iantly i muted blues and
greens., show

thiey penti

grams. spirals. and astral
symbaols that seem to float on
thinly punted lields
Another WU senes fol
Innavative abstractions like
Group 4. The Ten Greatest
No. 3. Youth, 1907, were
made in isolation from other
abstract artists of the day.

ae

Loths time of larger canvises, The
o ol of pelluctd pinks as cleir us
nnks of Matisse. Delicate Lines of blue

whntes o vellow trave petal shapes or spell

oul words representing sounds spoken by
cuw, " TTury

Seriex WI

907 which looks uncanmly lke an carly

Murray

lines and 4 Rowerlike image

her sparit guides: ' yrew,”

One small painting, Group 2

Elizibw 15 un exquisite work ol
vnidulien
Fhe Hlower s one of hundreds ol natural
Formms esed n Cine

swiles ol pamings
stk ly sinuous senes is based on swans
i there are studies of violets and their
utelehimes, " o metne symbols, pos
sibly used 1o meditate an the propertics of
litferen tlowers

11 the

such delicacies

had contined her work 1o
i s unlikely that she would
ipress us foday as she does. But af Khint,
workimg i virtuad isolation. waith no know!|
bee ol the pumtings of Kundinsky. Kupki.
Malevich, also happened w make somie
the strongest. lareest. leanest works n
history ol carly abstriction

Ine May 1907, after o period aof lasting
al Khint began what she called

ircat Figure Paintings, ™ Done in

artist

mperi on paper and canvas, these
cich almost

tHer

iy colored pictud e

et high and cight teet wide

tarmer neighbors wondercd  why she
bought so mamy cggs.) Phese  ligure paint
ings.”" each completed i about Tour hours
are abstract, composed of rounded orginig

Ik
ple. in

Moatng  on single-colon

bright orunge, for ey

shapes
grounds
Youuth
cluding details of numerals and plirases in
neatly inscribed seripn, precede o lour-vear
period. ending an 18120 ¢ ¢ which the
artist stopped painting altoscther

AC KTt was anascetic person. always
dressed in black, always upright and strict
(though children remember her as ““Kind
and cheerful,” Fant savs) Her pamtings
however, are almost voluptoous i the tull

These exuberant works, often in

even atter the: ““Len
works, when her organic
gave way 1o the stncter seometry of
centered cireles and tnanzles that she em
ployed from the mid-teens tiv the carly "208
Yer the most astonishing pannngs of her

ness ol their ¢olors
Great Figure™
torms

long, secret career were done around 195
She worked in robust reds
hot yellows, deep blicks. .ind the enderest

ustrous whites

violets and pinks. using thi
punt. Despite their vivid colirs
tres. the works besped
calm and simphicity

ALKt was not a pamte

K and buttersy
and tex
naturil

ner m her
Lifctime. but she has emere
Ihe content
dreanc, and 1
pinmngs m evant
o the ordmars viewer. But
her renarkably tocused wieas
about her sp I search
and how to conduct thar vers
real se tell m
wiamnunding

rch i her
the  pantings
presence

Al Klint

linger un, hiv

WOty nay

SJmong a
larger ant audienee. Because
her pretures can't be separated
and sold., mnira

Lom

there s no
structure of mftuennal
miatted collectors and art deal
ers o promote ther, so they
may never b
exeept perhips

wi widely
tertative
museums Without any hype
value, al Klinr s the intithesis
of 50 many contemporary an
ists . We look at her work only
for tself because its freshness
unfamuliary
and: because it
speaks ol instaet, telfect,
and the kind of profound seri

as well as is

muke 1t new

ousness of purpose thig we all
hope to be capable aof i some
sphere of our Hyves
—Margaret Moorman
Viarguret Moo s o xe
mor edlier of ARTnews
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Contemplating
the Rose Hip

Invoking a mediumistic approach to art making,
the early 20th-century Swedish artist Hilma af Klint
created a remarkable body of visionary paintings
that was largely unknown until a recent show at P.S. 1.

BY BROOKS ADAMS

H ilma af Klint (1862-1944) was a Swedish visionary painter
whose work was almost totally unknown until the 1986 “Spiri-
tual in Art" show at the Los Angeles County Museum; there her
bizarrely proto-Minimalist geometric compositions from the early
part of the century came as a complete revelation, stealing the show
from Kandinsky, Kupka and many contemporary artists. Working
mediumistically, at first in a circle of women, the Friday Group or
the Five, and later under the influence of Rudolf Steiner, af Klint
made some of the earliest abstract paintings, around 1907. She
construed them as part of a great commission to execute “Drawings
for the Temple" (ostensibly “dictated” by spirits named Amaliel,
Ester and Georg), and having completed 111 pictures, she built a
special studio to house them on the Swedish island of Munso. Today
all her work belongs to the collection of the Stiftelsen Hilma af
Klints Verk in Stockholm. This show, called “The Secret Pictures of
Hilma af Klint,” which originated at the Nordic Arts Center in
Helsinki, was the first in-depth look at af Klint's work, and it was
extremely enterprising of P.S. | to take it on.

At PS. |, we were confronted by room after room of startlingly
reductive Symbolist paintings. Af Klint had worked as a traditional
portraitist and landscape painter during the 1880s and '"90s, and was
somewhat acclaimed in her native Stockholm; none of these conven-
tional works, unfortunately, were included in the P.S. 1 show.
Although af Klint was involved in mediumistic circles from an early
age (owing perhaps to the childhood death of a sister), her work did
not start to show wholeheartedly occult tendencies until 1905, when
she received her calling from the spirit Amaliel and vowed to spend
a year fulfilling his mission. Notes from the group's séance book
read: “Amaliel draws a sketch, which H. then paints. The goal is to
represent a seed from which evolution develops under rain and
tempest, lightning and storm.” Such a vision is conveyed in the little
oil Group 1. Primordial Chaos. Series WU (1906), which shows a
spiraling figure cavorting above a choppy sea; this series, too, was
executed by means of psychic automatism under the guidance of a
spirit called Wu.

WL
WP FT Ly
Hilma af Klint: Group 1. Primordial Chaos.

Series WU, 1906, oil on canvas,
194z by 15 inches.

Group 2. The French Rose of the Lily. Series WU,
1907, oil on canvas,
22% by 31 inches.

Opposite, Group 10. Altar Picture no. 1,
1815, tempera and oil on canvas,
729 by 58% inches,

Dec. ?‘j Art in America 165
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A proto-Minimalist series of crisp
black-and-white circular diagrams from
1920, resembling phases of the moon,
seems to delineate a highly reductive
attempt at comparative religion.

Group 9. Series SUW. Swan no. 17, 1814-135,
oil on canvas, 61 by 58% inches.

Group 9. Serles SUW, Swan no. 14, 1914-15,
ofl on canvas, 61 by 59% inches.

166 December 1989

Af Klint's early spiritualist paintings are characterized by their
bright tempera colors and strict linear outlines, which recall the
visionary “dictations” of William Blake (whose influence can also be
felt in the contemporaneous drawings of Kahlil Gibran). Her imagery
of crucifixes surrounded by allegorical figures, organic shapes, astral
signs and words like “Vestal-Ascetic" (af Klint's ideal self-image)
would not be out of place in the more esoteric realms of Dutch and
Belgian Symbolism; and [ feel sure she would have had something to
talk about with the likes of Jean Delville or even Mondrian, whose
early connections to Theosophy are well known.

Her exclusion from art history until now is thus something of a
conundrum; her isolation seems to have been more than geograph
ical (she remained a spinster and did not leave home until the age of
58, when her mother died). She was omitted from a recent survey ol
Scandinavian art, Neil Kent's “The Triumph of Light and Nature
Nordic Art 1740-1940" (1987), which included other marginal
though more cosmopolitan, figures such as Nils Dardel.

E arly sequences, notably The Ten Greatest series of 1907, with
its loopy spirals and egg shapes in large field paintings denoting
“Youth” and “Manhood," again executed under the influence ol
mediumistic spirits, were later described in her journal: “Ten para
disiacally beautiful paintings were to be executed; the painting:
were to be in colors that would be educational and they would reveal
my feelings to me in an economical way. ... It was the meaning of
the leaders to give the world a glimpse of the systems of the four
parts in the life of man."” From 1908 to 1912, her visions having
ceased, af Klint stopped painting. Then she began again.

Probably the high point of the show was a dazaling group ol
largely black-and-white canvases (1914-15) depicting swans, wit!
electric blue feet and beaks, kissing and even copulating. Fina:
Picture from the Series SUW. Swan (1915) is almost square, divides
into four parts with a black and a white swan kissing at the cente
their beaks interlaced with an astral symbol of a floating cube. A'
Klint envisioned St. George and the Dragon as a series of tiny and bis
vulva shapes in large fields containing crucifixes and orbs. Her tri
of big Altar Pictures (1915) are proto-Paul Klee color pyramids wit!
foliate scrolls below and gold orbs whizzing above—a novel form o
20th-century religious painting.

A botanical illustration like Violets with Guidelines (1919)
accompanied by square diagrams for each plant, documents hel
move towards a more naturalistic approach under Steiner'
influence. Yet what those little squares mean is anyone's guess—i:
she graphing the spiritual energy of each plant? A 1920 series o
crisp black-and-white circular diagrams, resembling phases of thi
moon, delineates “The Standpoint of the Jews at the Birth of Jesus,’
“The Muslim Standpoint” and “Mahatma’s Present Standpoint.
These seem to be a highly reductive attempt at comparative religion
In the '20s, when she traveled frequently to Dornach, Switzerland, t
be near Steiner, af Klint started doing loose, flowing abstract water
colors with titles like Contemplating the Rose Hip (1922),

In the "30s, af Klint alternately continued her plant studies an:
painted portraits of her neighbors (none of which were in the show)
she is even on record as painting her vision of the bombing o
London—1932! Having stipulated in her will that her paintings wer:
not to be shown until 20 years after her death, she is said to havi
believed that recognition for her work would come only near the en
of the century. In this, as in so much of her art, Hilma af Klint seem
to have been way ahead of her time. C

Author: Brooks Adams is a free-lance writer who lives in New York.
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Series 11 no. 2 a. Mahatma's Present Standpoint, 1920, oil on canvas, 14 by 10V inches. All photos this article, courtesy P.S. 1.
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KRITIKER-UMFRAGE

Grace Glueck
The New York Times

|..Picassound Braque: Pio-
nicre des Kubismus® im
New Yorker Museum of
Modern Art — wegen ihrer
starken, kompromiBlosen
Konzentration auf die vi-
talen Wechselbezichungen
zwischen den beiden Min-
nern, die den Modemismus

des 20. Jahrhunderts erfun-
den haben. a

Verlag Gruner + Jahr AG & Co
WarburgstraBe 50, 2000 Hamburg 36

Bild von Hilma af Klint (1906)

Nr. 1
Januar 1990

2. Die Francis-Bacon-Re-
trospektive im Hirshhorn
Museum von Washington,
0D.C. — weil Bacon nie
dazu imstande war, die
Formel seiner obsessiven
und hochst theatralischen
Angst-, Sex- und Gewalt-
Botschaften zu dndern. Er
istzwar ein brillanter Maler,
tritt aber auf der Stelle.

3. Hilma af Klint (1863 bis
1944), eine schwedische
Malerin, dic in der Zeit von
1906 bis zu den fruhen
zwanziger Jahren und vol-
lig abgeschnitten von der
Kunstwelt erstaunlich inno- |
vative Werke abstrakter
Kunst hervorbrachte. Pul-
sierende Farben, organisch-
geometnische Formen und
sprechende Kompositionen
lielien einen an Kandinsky
und Matisse denken (Gese-
hen im PS. 1, Queens)
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THE NEW YORK TIMES, FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 3, 1989
Review/Rrt

Hilma af Klint, Explorer
In Realm of the Abstract

Nicholas Walster

“Group 6. Series WUS, No. 16,” oil on canvas, 1908, by Hilma af Klint,
in “Secret Pictures by Hilma af Klimt™ at the P.8. | Museum in Long Is-

land City, Queens, through March 12

By ROBERTA SMITH

Fhe two main exhibitions at the P.S.
1 Museum in Long lIsland City,
Queens, form an odd vet effective
couple

The first, “Secret Pictures by
Hilma af Khint,”" presents the work of
a virtually unknown Swedish portrait
and landscape painter who, m 1908 at
the age of 45, made some of modern
art's first abstractions. The other is
“Theatergarden  Bestiarium,” a
series of models, objects, installa-
tions and shide projections by
American and European artists and
collaborative teams. Alternately ob-
scure and provocative, this show at-
tempis to update the 17th-century Ba-
rogue theater garden and Lo extend
the notion of public art into situations
that actively mingle past and present,
art and nawre.

Mutually exclusive as they seem,
Lhese two shows work well together,
Both encourage speculation and the
questioning of conventions, be they
the canons of early modernism or the
accepted forms of exhibition making.
Together, they show that P.S. 1 con-
tinues 1o organize exhibitions for
which other New York museums lack
the space, inclination or flexibility —
and doing them more professionally
than in the past. In addition, the spe-
cial-projecis program, which fea-
tures the work of several lesser-
known or younger artists in individ-
ual galleries, seems especially good

Hilma af Klinl's paintings were
shown for the first time in this coun-
try in 1986, in the Los Angeles County
Museum of Art's exhibition “The
Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting
1890-1985." Her achievement may
never be anything more than a fool-
note to 20th-century art history, but if
so it will be a long and fascinating one
that touches on many other artists’
activities

In a way, af Khint's work takes (o
extremes the mysticism that often
motivated early abstract art. Like
Mondrian, al Klint was a Theosg
phist; like Arthur Dove and Kandih-
sky, she behieved in the transcendent
power of natural forms.

Her first works are populated with
flowing arabesques and schematized
flower forms. Others, like “Group 6,
Series WUS, No. 16" (shown above)
evinee a love of inspirited, somewhat
Mayan geometries, along with secret
words and symbols similar 1o those
that would motivate Alfred Jensen in
the 1950's. Finally, there is also a
sense of naive sell-sufficiency and of
a grand yet largely private scheme to
al Klint's activities that make one
think of outsider art, especially the
visual techtonics of Adolph Walfli,
which were recently exhibited at the
Grey Art gallery in Manhattan,

Al Klint is thought to have seen no
modern art except that of Edvard
Munch. She asserted that her first ab-
stractions were diclated by spirits en-
countered in seances, that her hand
was in effect “guided.” In later series

| Occasionally,

of paintings, she séems 1o have been
more instigator than conduit. And
among the final works on view in the
exhibition — a series of small water-
colors with handwritten explanatory
captions dating from 1917 — the art-
Isl seems Lo focus on spiritual energy
expressed in lerms of the atom and
its powers

Spiritual energy is the operative
term here. It gives this show its deter-
mined forward motion, as well as its
lapses in abstract purity and taste,
the pressure of af
Klint’s religiosity required the pres-
ence of crucified figures, winged an-
gels or 5L George and his dragon. As
with many other artisis of her time,
abstraction was neither sustained in-
definitely nor in isolation from repre-
sentation,

Bul finally, it may be the physical
nature of these paintings that makes
them  most interesting and  most
strange. The scale of al Klint's work,
even in her smallest canvases, is usu-
ally large and bold; her strong, satu-

| rated colors are painted directly onto
| raw canvas with brushy thin washes,

a technique that relates to Munch's
paint handling.

Somelimes her concentric circles
can bring to mind the target paintings
of Kenneth Noland; elsewhere, a
particularly organic approach to
geometry will evoke Elizabeth Mur-
ray’s work — the white interlocking
spiral forms of “Swan No. 21" from
1914-15, for example.

In'a sense these works could have
been painted yester: ind this is

| both their strength and their weak-

ness. Startlingly fresh, they are also
eternally innocent; they seem almost
fo cxist beyond time but they also
lack the specific wisdom that only
ume endows. Nonetheless, this show
Boes a long way to reminding us how
little we know aboul early abstract
arl and its sources; likewise, how un-
necossarily narrow 1s the history con-
structed around it.

" Iheatergarden Bestarium,” in-
stalled upstairs from the al Klint
shiow, argues for the exhibition as a
work In progress, as a rumination on
art's potential rather than its finished
products, and as a combination of
modest proposals and big ideas. The
show's big idea is the role that the Ba-
roque garden — with its built-in theat-
ricality, Its contrasting moments of
extreme artifice and false natura
ness might play in the public
spacesof the future

Several of the models and ohjects
on view are mired in Surrealist joki-
ness, (The black leather cabbages of
Alain Sechas, a French arust, are byt
one example.) And the show's one
fully realized installation — a mirroy-
lined grotio upon whose while gravel
floor are projected images of past art
and present advertising — succumbs
to funhouse theatrics, (I is Primarily
the work of Ridiger Schittle, a West
German curator and artist who con.
ceived of the exhibition.)

Nonctheless,  other Inclusions
demonstrate the kind of post-modern
sell-consciousness these artists seem
Lo be after. Especially intriguing is
Dan Graham's *'Cinema-Theater,” a
maodel for a structure that joins, back

to back, an outdoor theater and an

door cinema — with a semi-transp.
ent common wall that would allow 1
film to flicker occasionally across |
back of the siage. Jeff Wall’s oraii
flocked Cyclops-like object titl
“Loge-Theater With Its Plan D
played as an Hluminated Sign™ is a

noteworthy.

But the real life of the exhibin
emanates from a slide projection
Liidger Gerdes, another artist fr¢
West Germany. Part documenta
part reverie, this work juxtapo:
images of a Baroque garden (Schw
zingen, near Heidelberg) with wi
seems 10 be the fields and streams
a deserted farm, pulling the eye b
and forth between past and pres:
and between decorative and fun
tional uses of the land. These «
trasts persist, even afier the press
lease reveals that the farmland
also a parden, a contempor: [
buill near Bonn by an artist nan
Erwin Wortelkamp.

Confronted with Mr. Gerdes's |
jected images, the attraction that |
Baroque garden holds for the art
in this exhibition is readily appare
as is the high standard of concept)
and execution that it sets for furtl
development. .

“Secrel Pictures by Hilma
Klint" and “Theatergarden Bestig
um®’ will remain on view at 1>.5_1, |
01 21st Street, Long Island 1
Queens, through March 12




