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Left, Jasper Johns:
Untitled, 1990,
watercolor on paper,
39% by 28% inches.

Top right, Untitled,
1990, watercolor,
charcoal and pencil
on paper, 30 by
22V inches.

Center, Untitled,
1990, oil on canvas,
33V by 25%

inches.

Bottom right,
Untitled, 1990,

ink, watercolor and
pencil on paper,

31 by 22¥: inches.
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Trafficking
With X

In which the author, finding herself challenged by the avowed
mystery image in Jasper Johns's latest series of paintings,
undertakes further inquiries into his subject matter, and
sheds new light on his “drama of concealment.”

BY JILL JOHNSTON

D uring 1990 Jasper Johns began paint-
ing a series of untitled pictures whose
source is presently unknown. I first saw one
of these images on Oct. 2 in a transparency
at the Castelli Gallery. I asked Leo Castelli
what it was, and he said the artist told him,
“You'll find out.” Later in the month a good
friend of the artist told me he bought one of
these images and that the artist had said,
“Nobody will find out [what it is] this time.”
That sounded strong. And I wondered why
anyone would buy such a specific image
without knowing what it is. It's impossible
not to suspect that the image in the new
untitled pictures—currently on view at the
Castelli Gallery [Feb. 16-Mar. 9]—is a very
specific representation. Even the virgin
viewer, without knowledge of Johns'’s cam-
ouflaged images of the ’80s, will see that
something is hidden in or by this design. It's
blatantly both explicit and mysterious. I'm
calling the image X because the artist has
made a big deal about withholding the iden-
tity of its source.

Counterpoised to X in Johns’s recent
work is another series, also consisting main-
ly of untitled works, that features an image
whose source Johns made clear soon after
he began using it, back in 1984. From Picas-
s0's Straw Hat with Blue Leaf (1936), Johns
lifted details to make a peculiar frontal
face. Straw Hat is a still life with a book, a
vase, some leaves (on the hat) and a bald
head in profile consisting of two eyes, a
mouth and three rounded protuberances.
Johns has used the image as a whole and in
part in many different ways and settings.
He likes the Picasso for being “more than
one thing"! and has said, “It's informed with

sexual suggestion and very complicated on
that level.”> Johns transplanted the eyes
with their prominent lashes to the perime-
ters of a rectangle, transforming Picasso’s
nose/mouth into a decorative arabesque
that serves as a nose, and adding a mouth—
invented or from another source. A Surreal-
ist tendency is very pronounced here, as he
carries over the weird, metamorphic design
of Picasso’s head to his own face-image.
Simultaneously Johns went in two direc-
tions with Picasso’s Straw Hat picture: he
continued using the whole Picasso image;
and, with the transplanted eyes and added
mouth, he pursued this rectangle-face as a
specific image of his own. At some point he
created a veil-face as well—the defining
outline of the veil, like the rectangle, fixing
the boundaries of the face.

Artists don’t generally tag their work to
identify references. Yet artists’ works
in a way consist of nothing but references.
This aspect of art has long provided critics
their bread and butter, identifying in-
fluences, exhuming sources. But Johns, of
all contemporary artists, has fetishized this
presumptive nature of art. The burial of two
bodies in his paintings of the '80s has given
source-hunting a new meaning. People at
large can't see or identify the bodies—don’t
even know there are bodies there to see.
Only their outlines—traced from Griine-
wald's Isenheim Altarpiece—describe them
as bodies. Otherwise, they are striated, pat-
terned areas, interlocked like flat pieces of a
Jjigsaw puzzle. Nonetheless, once you know
the images are there, they jump at you as
you go from painting to painting: mirrored,

Art in America 103

Marcte (94




FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY

Collection:

Series.Folder:

“Aombing

Iw. <. |4

Johns took two directions
with Picasso’s ‘“Straw Hat”’
picture: he continued using
the whole Picasso image;
and, with the transplanted
eyes and added mouth, he
pursued the rectangle-face
as an image of his own.

upside down or right side up, doubled,
obscured in parts, detailed or cameoed,
filled in with an endless variety of striping
or hatching or set afloat on clear grounds in
naked outline. Johns has said that once
something is established in his mind as an
image, he goes to great lengths to reproduce
it by whatever means.

Sometime in the early '80s, after launch-
ing this buried-body project, Johns identi-
fied one of the bodies himself, telling a few
friends that the mysterious lines in the left
portion of Perilous Night (1981) delineated
Griinewald’s fallen soldier in the foreground
of the Resurrection panel. Still, his secret
was largely kept because it was mentioned
only in passing by just a few critics after his
1984 show. From what they said and from
the lack of specific indicators to match up
the Johns images with the Griinewald origi-
nals, it was not possible for people to see
them anyway. Certainly the issues raised by
the use of a religious Renaissance master-
work, and by the fetishization of appro-

priated material by highly challenging con-
cealments, were left unarticulated. But
after Johns's 1987 show of “The Seasons,”
when the other body, from the Temptation
of St. Anthony panel—the dying half-
human or hybrid figure covered with
sores—was not only found and identified?
but later discovered in great profusion on
many sites (canvas, paper, etc.) in a mass
burial, you might say, the subject was
opened up. And now, with X, Johns has
again distracted his critics and upped the
ante by posing a new challenge.

efore, we didn't know at first that

there was anything concealed at all.
We set out for a walk and discovered a body
on the side of the road. Now an all-points
alarm has been sounded: a body is missing,
and we might want to go out and look for it.
If we care deeply enough, we can join in the
search. Critics could mobilize like a mob of
neighbors and police out to find someone. Or
a critic might want to go it alone, hoping to
be recognized or rewarded for outstanding
spadework or luck in locating the burial site.
A clear choice seems indicated: should we
run after this thing, spend hundreds of
hours in libraries, jump on planes and trains
to follow vague clues or hot tips, call strange
people in foreign places with urgent, inartic-
ulate questions (what can be asked about a
body you can't identify?), consult specialists
known for their encyclopedic memories of
images, wearily pulling out our wrinkled
Most Wanted poster featuring a rectangle

Untitled, 1988, watercolor and ink on paper,
3142 by 43%: inches.
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Pablo Picasso: Straw Hat with Blue Leaf,
1936, oil on canvas, 24 by 192 inches.
Courtesy Musée Picasso, Paris.

Untitled, 1988, charcoal
and pastel on paper,
45%2 by 33%s inches.

with an image of X in it, and so on? Or
should we mind our own business and pay
attention to the many interesting ways the
image (already) has been presented or
mutated?

A third choice is indicated for critics who
are still curious—but who may not want to
degrade themselves by chasing a stick
thrown into the center of a whirlpool. We
can stay comfortable in our houses, not
building up phone bills, simply wondering
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Left, Untitled,
1990, watercolor
and pencil on
paper, 31 by 225
inches.

Right, Francisco de
Zurbardn: The Veil
of Saint Veronica,
1658, oil on canvas,
41%s by 327

inches. Courtesy
Museo Nacional de
Escultura,
Valladolid, Spain.
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Above, Untitled, 1986,
oil on canvas,
173 by 11%} inches.

Right, Untitled, 1990,
| watercolor and pencil on paper,
815 by 19% inches.

what has driven the artist to his act.
Naturally we want to know the identity
of the body. Johns now plays openly on our
curiosity. He can count on being a big
enough artist to make people care. And a
precedent has been set. Very interesting
bodies—with great pedigrees (art historical-
ly) and signifiers (biographically)—that
have already been discovered make us think
X might be interesting, too. Anyway, know-
ing something is concealed—being told by
the artist himself—is a terrific summons to
action, a gauntlet thrown down in the art
ring. It's like Gary Hart challenging report-
ers to find him in flagrante delicto. Johns

held no press conference, of course, but he
pas let it be known that X is a mystery
image.

X seems to have features that are unmis-
takably human or animal-like, especially in
the horizontal central element. These fea-
tures seem at the same time ambiguous,
incomplete and contextually dislocated. A
tall, irregular shape, suggesting a figure, is
broken into 10 or so compartments, like map
areas, and is interrupted in its middle by the
fat horizontal shape which crosses it. We
associate X with its predecessors by its out-
lining—we assume it’s been traced—and its
familiar demarcation into puzzlelike pieces,

Art in America 107
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Being told by the artist
himself that something is

concealed is a summons to

action, a gauntlet thrown
down in the art ring. It’s
like Gary Hart challenging
reporters to find him

in flagrante delicto.

many of the colored-in patterns evolved
from his familiar crosshatch design. But its
predecessors, the camouflaged Griinewald
figures, are typically integrated into the pic-
tures where they're featured. X, on the oth-
er hand, is written against the sky, so to
speak.

Johns'’s hide-and-seek games, for his and
his critics’ delectation, have here reached
an apex in his treasure-hunt-type ploy for
attention. The identity of the image con-
cealed is surely biographically important,
but the act of concealment itself is bio-
graphically more significant. And what
would the artist be concealing if not his
biography? Sometime in 1990 I asked Johns
a number of questions, and he answered
only one with any concern. I wondered if the
“public accessibility” of figures he’s traced,
such as the Griinewalds, interested him. He
answered by asking, “If something is a trac-
ing..., does knowing [what it is] affect your
perception of the work? ... And if you don’t
know what it is, do you see it completely
differently ... or not?”! Here perhaps lies a
clue to his current concealment drama. He is
interested, it seems, in finding out what or
how people see when they know that impor-
tant information—which can be biographi-
cally (mis)leading—is being withheld. Not
for nothing do Johns's recent works feature
big, prominent eyes. He wants to know what
we see. He's looking at us from the canvas to
try to find out. We stare back at him, won-
dering what he wants us to see. We want to
be polite, not see more than he’s willing to
let out or suggest. But we don’t want to miss
anything, either. And we may decide to risk
being rude, admitting that we see more than
appears to meet the eye.

hings perhaps got out of hand for Johns

during the '80s. For six years he traced
and filled in his Griinewald plague victim
without being disturbed by outside knowl-
edge of its identity. His Resurrection soldier
was reasonably protected in the same way.
Such a programmatic concealment was
unprecedented (as far as I know) in his
career. He had never before painted a whole
body, either, nor anything so psychologically
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Untitled, 1988, watercolor and ink on paper,
28 by 39 inches.

Untitled, 1988, watercolor and ink on paper,
22% by 307 inches.

loaded, except perhaps for the skin-imprint
drawings he made of his face and hands in
1962, or the cast body parts of his Target
with Plaster Casts (1955) and untitled 1972
work, with its huge panel containing
impaled body fragments. His arm and hand
imprints in Periscope (Hart Crane), Diver,

Land’s End and Hatteras, of the early '60s,
were dramatic, but without the impact of a
full body in an expressive disposition. The
Resurrection soldier hasn't quite hit the
ground, as he turns his torso violently away
from the brilliantly encircled risen Christ,
at the same time shielding his eyes from the
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blinding light. The victim in the Temptation
of St. Anthony panel is likewise stunned by
the scene before him. Both figures are fore-
ground witnesses, mediating the scene
stretching above them both for viewers and
for the artist. The St. Anthony victim evokes
great pity and fear because the signs of
death are upon him—the bloated stomach,
the pocked, greenish skin, the amputated
left hand. He has already half joined the
terrible purgatory of monsters in conflict
before him.

By extracting these figures and placing
them in his own environments and painting
them again and again, Johns has tamed
them, decathected them, turned them into
emblems. Yet he’s created “scenes” of his
own in which they perform expressively.
He's moved the dying St. Anthony figure
around virtuosically, situating him in little
“plays” in which he is a kind of “chorus”—
commenting on other elements in the pic-
ture—or emblematic protagonist, in turn
commented upon. He's “figure” or he's
“ground” or both, in boundless permuta-
tions. There are at least 70 renditions of
him.

By means of concealment, Johns created
something like a private therapeutic room in
which to work out his feelings about, and
for, these figures. Even now, most of the
viewing public remains none the wiser: it's
impossible to see the figures without prior
knowledge of them, a knowledge not easy to

B

The Bath, 1988, watercolor and pencil on
paper, 30 by 37% inches.

- Aombing

come by. In context of these concealments,
Johns's interest in how we know what we
know, or how what we know affects what
we see, takes on new significance. How
much. privacy does he still have, he might
ask himself. He could accurately imagine
that the public will leave him alone. His
critics and friends, though—that small but

Untitled, 1988, watercolor, ink and graphite
on paper, 312 by 47/ inches.

affective community called the art world—
know what he’s up to. And I surmise that X
is a response to that understanding.
Besides providing the artist new expres-
sive material to deal with privately, X sends
a message to Johns's critics about problems
of concealment. X focuses attention on the
act of concealment itself. Presumably Johns

wants to tell us that the identity of the
image isn’'t important. It's what he does
with it that matters. He does amazing things
with his images, it's true, marshaling them
in surprising combinations, coloring them in
with a tremendous range and subtlety. He's
a classical composer, creating large composi-
tions consisting of groups of pictures relat-
ing to powerful themes. Pictures in every
group can be moved to other groups where
they also play well. The crossbreeding is
intense. A 1990 untitled drawing (watercol-
or, charcoal, chalk and pencil) is made up of
parts from three different series, uniting a
part of X with the frame/face eyes and
mouth on a ground consisting of the dis-
guised Griinewald plague victim. We know
the source of two categories of imagery, but
what is this X? Johns is playing for time as
he fools around with it and with us in our
ignorance. He's given away a lot with the
Griinewalds. And he tosses us other bits,
hoping perhaps to placate us, take the edge
off the curiosity he's created.

H ere is Montez Singing, for instance, a
very large painting which belongs to

Art in America 109
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These are pictures framed
by the organs of sight and
taste. Parasitic on the
frame, eyes and mouth hold
the pictures together, and
present their featured

X images as a kind of
balloon of cranial contents.

the frame/face series. Not only do we know
the source of the image, in Picasso’s Straw
Hat with Blue Leaf (he's coupled the Picas-
so and the veil or rectangle frame/face of
his own often enough to make that clear),
we also find a very personal title, along with
private-seeming details. For Montez is not
Lola: Montez is the first name of Johns's
step-grandmother, the second wife of his
paternal grandfather, with whom Johns
lived, for the most part, until he was nine.
The “singing” part of the title is illustrated,
metonymically, by a little red sailboat situ-
ated at the upper center of the face, where a
third eye might appear. The little boat is
painted on a small veil or white square
which is nailed trompe l'ceil to the “fore-
head” of the face. Above the boat, still with-
in the veil or square, is a minute sun on a
horizon, with rays, and below it a wavy line
indicating water. Johns has kindly added to
his scanty (public) biography by telling
inquisitive people like myself that Montez
used to sing Red Sails in the Sunset while
playing the piano. Montez is happy looking,
as these faces go. Some of the faces in the
untitled work are pretty angry looking. They
are all wall-eyed and/or cross-eyed, with
schematic lashes and a caricature Monroe
sort of mouth—the only feature not appro-
priated from Picasso.

Johns retains Picasso’s vertically dis-
posed profile eyes as well as Picasso’s posi-
tioning of them at different heights. Then,
in his many repetitions of the theme, Johns
goes to work with eyes and mouth, especial-
ly the eyes, to vary the look of the faces
greatly. The eyes come in many different
colors. The lashes take various forms; they
may be painted to resemble nails, or, in
several works, sperm—swimming, say, to-
ward the eye-womb. In one picture the eyes
have a lower extension forming large tear-
drops. Most of the “twin-peaks” mouths sug-
gest a piece of landscape along the “hori-
zon” of the painting’s bottom edge.

The veil paintings present a special case.
In them, Johns has apparently conflated
several different ideas and images. For one

continued on page 164
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Right, Untitled,
1990, oil on canvas,
37% by 25% inches.

Opposite top,
Untitled, 1990,
watercolor, charcoal,
chalk and pencil on
paper, 30% by

22%s inches.

Opposite bottom,
Untitled, 1990,
watercolor, pen
and pencil on
paper, 107 by
12¥2 inches.
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continued from page 110

thing, he probably associates the veil with
the handkerchief in Picasso's Weeping
Woman (1936), which Johns used in Peril-
ous Night (1982) and subsequently in other
works. In addition, there is surely a Zurba-
ran reference. In December 1987, Johns told
me he had been impressed by paintings of
the Veil of St. Veronica in the 1987 Zurbaran
show at the Metropolitan Museum, and he
said that he wished Christ’s face had not
been on it. In his own paintings of a blank
veil, he returns the veil to Veronica, if you
will, by showing it framed by his Picassoid
female features.

Johns's frame/face Woman is generic
and stereotypical. Using the “empty” inter-
nal area of the paintings as a receptacle for
various objects, Johns at length evidently
got the idea of filling up the center with his
new X image. Not all, but many, of his X
pictures are framed by the eyes and mouth
of the rectangle-face. The eyes now work
even more surrealistically than before, look-
ing as much like suns (their lashes as rays)
as eyes. These are pictures framed by the
organs of sight and taste. Parasitic on the
frame, eyes and mouth hold the pictures
together, set them apart from the world and
present their central or featured X images
as a kind of balloon of cranial contents.

s ome of his faces have within them or
attached to a painted border or frame a
realistically painted wristwatch hanging
from its strap. Another childhood memory,
this one involving his father, may be
invoked here. There’s a story that Johns's
father promised him his watch when he was
grown-up. Soon after, Johns decided he was
grown-up, went to his father's house and
took the watch, and his father came and
took it back. Johns said, “I guess I wasn’t
grown-up at all.”® Ein Schwert verheiss mir
der Vater—My father promised me a sword.
How about the time? Johns has clearly tak-
en the watch (for good) at last. Does this
mean he thinks he’s grown-up now? He
began painting it as he approached the age
his father was when he died. We speculate
impertinently, with nothing but an old story
and a painted watch to go by. All we know
for sure is that time is important for Johns,
as it is for the rest of us. With enough time,
Johns can control the space that's really
crucial to him, fighting off critics, friends
and the public (nobody will find out what X
is, he has said—until he's ready to tell us,
we could add), protecting the sanctum

164 March 1991
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where self-knowledge is negotiated and
where the artist feeds (on) himself, getting
what he needs in the style to which he's
accustomed from his own productions.

One picture in the St. Anthony group,
which also belongs to the Picasso Straw Hat
group, shows the artist literally feeding
himself, or feeding his picture. The bodies
painted by the artist must be.(aspects of)
the artist himself. If he buried them, there
must be something wrong with them.
There's definitely something wrong with the
Temptation of St. Anthony figure. He’s
dying, he's deformed, he's turning into an
animal, he's helpless before his fate—he's
not facing a great future. Johns has
embraced and adopted this figure, rescuing
him in a way, bringing him “home,” giving
him playmates, often a twin, enclosing him
in amniotic situations, further protecting
him with “guardian” figures such as the old
crone who forms part of a trick double
image (a young lady is her double), allowing
him to fly or swim and, most important of
all, establishing him as a Kind of basso
ostinato to a whole body of work. In this
untitled picture from 1988, a largish water-
color and ink on paper, Johns has painted

the victim as he is in the Griinewald—:

sitting upright in the lower left foreground,
occupying the left side of a veil which is
nailed together with another veil, in trompe
1'oeil fashion, to blue sky and clouds. Upside
down and mirrored on the right-hand veil,
the victim is twinned, though largely
obscured, by the bald Picasso head from
Straw Hat. The head is flopped, and the
artist has ingeniously slipped its lower pro-
tuberance, capped by an eye, “behind” the
left-hand veil so that its eye, now easily
read as a nipple, rests against the chest wall
of the upright Griinewald victim. Surpass-
ingly painted—a classic example of Johns's
late Surrealist style—it's also amusing,
unexpected and moving.

I n another watercolor and ink on paper,
painted two months later (in '88), the
Griinewald is depicted similarly, but with-
out the Picasso head. Instead, Johns has
restored the Picasso painting to its original
form and placed it, much reduced in size, so
that, split in half, it flanks the central veils.
The two paintings can be read as a text or a
story. A sick and prostrated figure is nour-
ished by the “breast” of a big head while
flying in the sky. The one who was fed is
better now; he flies along on his own. His
supplier is out of the picture but appears as
a reminder in the margins, on the outside of
the “flying machine,” ready to provide ser-
vices again and to make sure the victim is
doing okay. The victim in this case is not

just twinned but Siamesed—an extra feed-
ing precaution, you could say. Doubling, mir-
roring—devices used repeatedly by Johns
throughout his career—embody a principle
of nourishment. When he Siameses his vic-
tim, as in these two pictures, he simply joins
up their outlines, blending the lines from
one with the lines from the other.

If you don’t know the identity of this
Griinewald figure, you won't see its key
function in a picture Johns also painted in
’88, for an auction to raise funds for AIDS
treatment and research.’ It forms the
ground of the left side of the picture,
painted in greens and yellows/tans/
oranges, accompanied by a superimposed
small rectangle containing the Picasso
Straw Hat still life. You will know the sub-
ject by essential signifiers on the right-hand
side: the skull and crossbones and part of its
warning, “Chute de Glace” (Beware of Fall-
ing Ice), from paintings of the early '80s,
two joined images of the American flag and
a copy of part of the front page of the New
York Times of Feb. 14 (Valentine’s Day),
1988, with a headline reading “Spread of
AIDS Abating but Deaths Will Still Soar.”
Johns’s ambivalence is clear here. He
demonstrates support and sympathy for an
embattled cause; at the same time he with-
holds vital information that could convey
his message more expressively. Yet it would
be most uncharacteristic of him to bring his
victim out of the closet, so to speak, after
painting him incognito for so long. For one
thing, the figure would then be esthetically
unrecognizable. And Johns himself would
look like a different artist. Not surprisingly,
his ambivalence is compatible, psychologi-
cally speaking, with his strategies in art.
He's been queried about his Griinewald vic-
tim and its connection with AIDS. He
appears to accept an association he didn't
originally intend (in 1981, when he began
painting this figure, nobody knew that an
AIDS epidemic was under way) while stay-
ing true to his policy of being noncommittal.
In October 1988 he told me he had heard
recently that food poisoning was the plague
in Griinewald’s time. In August 1990 I asked
him about AIDS: “When did you register
AIDS as a phenomenon—when someone you
knew died? Have you lost many friends?”
And he took the Fifth. Then when I men-
tioned his AIDS-auction picture, asking him
about the use of the Griinewald victim, he
accused me of concentrating only on this
one aspect of the imagery, thus seeing the
work less clearly. He said, “I'm blaming you
for directing attention away from the
work.” I would say, in turn, that whatever is
concealed in a work is what will naturally
become a focal point. Especially when the
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concealed subject so strikingly embodies the
theme of the picture at hand.

onstructing X, Johns evidently intends

to make his point about our attention
very strongly. As he stares at us from his
canvases, he wants to know how we might
get stuck on one way of looking at some-
thing. He may even determine his next
moves not just according to internal dictates
of form and structure but in response to
what he thinks we see, to elude any partic-
ular identifications.” He wants us to see the
work—the manipulations of parts, design
and color—and stop being distracted by
identifications. At the same time, X is a
great distraction. Johns is saying he has a
big secret, thus he clearly wants us to try to
discover what it is. The strategy is bold. He
would like to fool us anew. He could catch us
looking silly running after X to try to iden-
tify it. Or he can have us where he has
generally had his way with us: preoccupied
with structure and the way things are
painted, pondering various formalist issues.
He can also watch us vainly struggling to
make out X on our own, speculating on its
identity with no clues to its source. It seems
to me he can count on a superficial response
to this maneuver, a response congruent with
modernist questions of expressive content
versus structure and form. If he can fool us
into dealing with X at this level, we won't
look further—at the psychology of conceal-
ment, at the extreme ambivalence underly-
ing the work of this major artist. There is
probably only one good counterstrategy for
trafficking with X, and that would be to
ignore it.

Having said that, and having already
demonstrated my interest, I would also say
that there can be good fun in the games
artists play. Certainly X had people buzzing
in London when I flew there for the Hay-
ward opening of Johns’s drawing show and
an exhibition of new works at the d'Offay
Gallery in November '90—my one plane trip
on behalf of X. Someone speculated that X is
a couple sleeping together. A British person
saw a map of England. A well-known British
artist, Richard Hamilton, said, “It would be
impertinent to ask Jasper anything about
[X].” An American man working at the d'0f-
fay Gallery announced fervently, “This is
my goal"—to find the source of X. An Amer-
ican woman said it must be something from
Cézanne because Johns has been so inter-
ested in Cézanne. She also saw a child in
swaddling clothes. Another American wom-
an saw Alice in Wonderland walking along
carrying the baby that turns into a pig. The
American printmaker Bill Goldston, walking
into d'Offay’s with his wife and baby, who
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was sleeping in a stroller, said X is unques-
tionably a Madonna and Child. This seemed
to be the consensus, in fact. The English
critic David Sylvester saw the Virgin hold-
ing the Christ Child in the Annunciation
panel of Griinewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece.’
But he also mentioned Leonardo’s drapery
studies, shown at the Louvre recently. The
American man so determined to discover
the identity of X said he thought there were
drapes in the picture, too. Angels floated in
and out of conversations—a pink angel of de
Kooning's, for instance; and an in-house
title, Green Angel, was seen on the back of
the December calendar drawing.® I dutifully
wrote down all the information about X
conveyed to me. I was even told that if I felt
like getting on another plane, I could find
out in Basel what the image is. On good
intelligence, I learned that in April 1990
Johns had sent for a reproduction of X from
someone at the Kunstmuseum there. This
meant that Johns had engaged a confidant
in his scheme, and I knew that even if I had
the time and funds to enplane for Basel, I
would not get past this confidant. The image
might not be hanging in the permanent-
collection galleries, and three-headed dogs
would bar my way elsewhere.

ohns has already put X through many
familiar paces. For a start, I believe he
is presenting the image upside down, and
it's frequently mirrored. Also, it comes in all
different sizes and mediums, and he's
colored it with his opposing striped patterns
or plain but demarcated areas with the
great variety and cleverness and wonderful
texture that we've come to expect. Unlike
the Griinewalds, the image is decidedly
dyadic. The center element, lying horizon-
tally, stands out and is evidently the part
with which Johns identifies. It isn’t usually
colored in like the vertical forms that
extend above and below it; it therefore is
often silhouetted against the rest of the
picture. Johns has also isolated this element
to play roles in other pictures. It could sure-
ly be a hybrid animal/human. It has a
human-looking “hand,” and “feet” that look
porcine. I think it's lying on a lap (of the
vertical “figure”) because of the indentation
along its “back” (if viewed as upside down).
It looks too big to be a child, in proportion to
its vertical companion. Both right side up
and upside down it looks like the horizontal
shape is being carted somewhere—possibly
through the sky. (But on a lap?) The whole
thing is in the shape of a cross, A religious
configuration seems indicated. You take it
from there.
I trust, for Johns’s sake, that whatever it
is,"it's good. If you find out what it is (in
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Certainly X had people
buzzing in London when |
flew there in November—
my one plane trip on
behalf of X. I dutifully
wrote down all the
information about X

that was conveyed to me. |
was even told that I could
find the image in Basel.

case it remains unidentified when this essay
is printed), contact the publishers of “Most
Wanted” images, like Art in America, or
contact me, or the artist himself, who has
been known to reward the successful detec-
tive. I had some small satisfaction in Lon-
don, slipping a pin of the Mona Lisa’s face in
puzzle pieces, bought at the Musée d'Orsay,
into the artist’s pocket. O

1. In conversation with the artist, Aug. 2, 1990.

2. Amei Wallach, “Jasper Johns: On Target,” Elle,
November 1988, p. 152.

3. Jill Johnston, “Tracking the Shadow,” Art in Amer-
ica, October 1987.

4. In conversation with the artist, Aug. 2, 1990.

5. Michael Crichton, Jasper Jokns, New York,
Abrams, 1977, pp. 20-21.

6. The auction, for the Supportive Care Program of St.
Vincent’s Hospital and Medical Center of New York,
was held at Sotheby’s, New York, May 2, 1988. Johns
also donated the image for a poster that was sold in
June 1990 for benefits against AIDS.

7. Fred Orton and Richard Shiff have described Johns's
elusiveness in the current semiotic lingo: Orton, in a
dense paper uniting Johns and Derrida, says, “Johns's
practice ... can never be brought to a halt because of
the relation between signifier and signifier and signifi-
er in pursuit of a signified which is always elusive,
shifting and registered to a lack.” Fred Orton, “On
Being Bent ‘Blue’ (Second State): An Introduction to
Jacques Derrida/A Footnote on Jasper Johns,” The
Oxford Journal, 12:1, 1989, p. 44.

Richard Shiff has also written, “Since Johns creates
conditions for the most active and inexhaustible kind
of interpretation, the only dependable ‘meaning’ that
his art signifies is interpretation itself.” Richard Shiff,
“Anamorphosis: Jasper Johns,” in Foirades/Fizzles,
Echo and Allusion in the Art of Jasper Johns, Wight
Art Gallery, UCLA, 1987, p. 116. Shiff noted, in the
same essay, by the way, that Johns has often expressed
dissatisfaction with his own character.

8. The Virgin has a vaguely similar disposition, but the
infant doesn’t at all.

9. Untitled, 1990, watercolor, charcoal and pencil; one
of 12 drawings reproduced in Jasper Johns, A Calen-
dar for 1991, Anthony d'Offay, London, 1990.

New works by Johns are on view ai the Castelli
Gallery [to Mar. 9). “The Drawings of Jasper Johns,”
an exhibition that opened last spring al the National
Gallery in Washington and traveled to Basel’s Kunst-
museum and London's Hayward Gallery, is current-
ly at the Whitney Museum [to Apr. 7).

Author: Jill Johnston is working on a book on Jasper
Johns.

Art in America 1656
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On the occasion of its first anniversa-
ry, the Wexner Center for the
Visual Arts in Columbus, Ohio, has
created the Wexner Prize, a $25,000
cash award designed to rank with the
Pulitzer prizes in literature and jour-
nalism and the Pritzker prize in archi-
tecture. The prize will honor an indi-
vidual for “artistic excellence, crea-
tive freedom, innovation and risk-tak-
ing in the arts" and will also include a
commemorative art work, specially
designed by an artist who has yet to
be named. The first recipient is
expected to be announced in Novem-
ber 1991.

The award is cosponsored by the
Wexner Center and Ohio State Uni-
versity and is funded by a $3-million
commitment from Leslie H. Wexner,
chairman of The Limited Inc., who
also donated $25 million toward con-
struction of the Wexner's notable
deconstructivist building by Peter
Eisenmann. Specific guidelines and
selection criteria for the prize, due in
early 1991, will be developed with the
help of a new advisory council; its
members include dancer Trisha
Brown, composer and musician Phil-
ip Glass, L.A. MOCA director Rich-
ard Koshalek and: Williams College
Museum director Linda Shearer.

The Wexner also announced new
residency awards. Twyla Tharp,
Terry Allen and Paper Tiger Televi-
sion will be in residence at the Wex-
ner Center during the 1991-92 aca-
demic year. The awards provide each
recipient with a $15,000 fee plus a
production budget of $35,000-
$85,000.

Awards

Robert Storr, curator of contempo-
rary art at the Museum of Modern
Art, has received the 1990 curator's
grant from the Peter Norton Family
Foundation. The $50,000 award en-
ables curators to select works to be
purchased by the foundation for their
institutions.

Richard Serra has received the
Wilhelm Lehmbruck Prize for 1991.
The $12,500 award is given to a
sculptor every five years by the city of
Duisburg, Germany.

The second biennial Leopold Go-
dowsky, Jr. Color Photography
Awards, administered by Boston's
Photographic Resource Center,
has chosen photographers from Cen-
tral and South America and the Carib-
bean islands this year. Luiz Braga of
Brazil, Hector Mendez Carratini of
Puerto Rico and Salvador Lutteroth
of Mexico received the top award of
$2,500; Santiago Harker of Colom-
bia, Arnaldo Pappalardo of Brazil
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and Michael Jones of Chile were
given $500 honorable mentions. Next
year's awards will go to artists in
Europe, Scandinavia, Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union.

The Reader’s Digest Artists at
Giverny program has announced its
1991 winners. Six-month residencies
in Giverny, France, and stipends of
$12,600 go to sculptor Tyrone Mit-
chell, video-installation artist Diana
Thater and sculptor Ronald Baron.

The Skowhegan School of Paint-
ing and Sculpture has chosen the
recipients of its 1991 Skowhegan
medals: Chuck Close, painting; Siah
Armajani, sculpture; Nam June
Paik, video. Laila and Thurston
Twigg-Smith were given the Ger-
trude Vanderbilt Whitney Award for
patronage of the arts; the Skowhe-
gan Governors' Award was pre-
sented to Martha Wilson.

The French Ministry of Culture
has awarded American photographer
Joel-Peter Witkin the title Chevalier
des Arts et des Lettres.
People
John Szarkowski, director of pho-
tography at the Museum of Modern
Art since 1962, has announced his
retirement, effective July 1. The exhi-
bition “Lee Friedlander Nudes,"
opening July 25, will be his last.

Thomas Hoving, editor of Con-
noisseur since 1981, has been.suc-
ceeded in that position by Gael
Love, former editor of Interview
(1987) and Fame (1988-90). Hoving,
who was formerly director of the Met-
ropolitan Museum (1967-77), contin-
ues at Connoisseur as a consultant to
the magazine.

Tomas Llorens, director of Ma-
drid's Centro de Arte Reina Sofia until
he was unceremoniously dismissed
last December [see ‘“‘Artworld,"
Dec.’90], has been named chief con-
servator of Spain's Thyssen collec-
tion.

Michael Botwinick, director of the
Corcoran Gallery from 1983 to '87,
has been appointed director of the
Newport Harbor Art Museum in New-
port Beach, Calif.

Gary Garrels, director of pro-
grams at the Dia Center for the Arts
in New York, has been named senior
curator at the Walker Art Center in
Minneapolis.

Catherine Hoover Voorsanger
has been appointed assistant curator
of American Decorative Arts at the
Metropolitan Museum in New York.

Bard College in Annandale-on-Hud-
son, N.Y., has named Norton Batkin
to head its new Richard and Marie-
luise Black Center for Curatorial Stud-
ies and Art in Contemporary Cul-
ture.

David Berreth was named director
of the Gari Melchers Memorial Gallery
at Mary Washington College in Fred-
ericksburg, Va.

Obituaries

Lawrence Gowing.

Lawrence Gowing, 72, British paint-

er and art historian, curator and .

teacher who was a preeminent au-
thority on Cézanne, died of heart fail-
ure in London on Feb. 5. Gowing
organized ‘‘Cézanne: The Early
Years," seen at the National Gallery
in Washington, D.C., in 1989. He was
Kress professor at the National Gal-
lery's Center for Advanced Study in
the Visual Arts in 1986 and curatorial
chairman of the Phillips Collection in
Washington, D.C., from 1987 to '89.
Among his more important books and
exhibition catalogues are “Turner:
Imagination and Reality,” which ac-
companied a 1966 show at the
Museum of Modern Art, a biography
of Lucien Freud and studies of the
work of Constable, Goya, Hogarth,
Matisse, Renoir and Vermeer.

Gowing was keeper of the British
Collection and deputy director of the
Tate Gallery (1965-67); professor of
fine arts at Leeds University (1967-
75); and Slade professor of art at Uni-
versity College, London (1975-85). A
member of London's Euston Road
school of painters in the late '30s,
Gowing was known since the '40s for
his informal portraits of eminent
scholars and statesmen.

Giacomo Manzt, 82, Italian sculp-
tor whose extensive series of figures
of cardinals brought him wide ac-
claim, died at his home in Ardea,
south of Rome, on Jan. 17. Manz(
also made still lifes, portraits and fig-
urative sculptures and reliefs. He
designed monumental bronze doors
for St. Peter's Basilica, installed in
1964, and doors for churches in Salz-
burg and Rotterdam. Among his U.S.
public commissions are works at U.N.
headquarters and Rockefeller Center
in New York. Over his long career,
Manz( taught art at the Brera Acade-
my in Milan, illustrated books and
designed sets and costumes for
Stravinsky's opera Oedipus Rex. In
1968 he won the Lenin Peace Prize

for his opposition to the Vietnam
War.

Denys Sutton, 73, British art critic
and historian who was editor of Apol-
lo from 1962 to '87, died at his home
in London on Jan. 30. Sutton's edito-
rial specialty was the multiple-article
study of an individual museum. He
organized a range of exhibitions,
including “Pieme Bonnard” and
“France in the 18th Century” at the
Royal Academy in London in the '60s;
he also organized shows in Japan in
the '80s and at Wildenstein & Co. in
New York and London. His publica-
tions include Degas: The Man and the
Work (1986).

Nicholas Marsicano, 82, Ab-
stract-Expressionist painter who
taught at Cooper Union from 1946
until his retirement in '88, died at his
home in Woodstock, N.Y. One of the
young New York painters who fre-
quented the Cedar Bar and the art-
ists’ meeting known as the Club in
the '50s, Marsicano developed a dis-
tinctive style of gestural figuration.
He showed at Bertha Schaefer Gal-
lery in the late '50s and at A.M. Sachs
and Gruenebaum galleries in later
years. He also taught at Yale, Pratt,
Cornell and many other art schools.

Janet Hobhouse, 42, novelist who
also wrote art criticism for Art in
America and other journals, died of
cancer at her home in Manhattan on
Feb. 1. She wrote a survey of the
nude in 20th-century art called The
Bride Stripped Bare (1987) and Ev-
erybody Who Was Anybody (1975), a
biography of Gertrude Stein. Her nov-
els include Nellie Without Hugo
(1982), Dancing in the Dark (1983)
and November (1986).

Andris Slapins, 48, a noted Lat-
vian ethnographic filmmaker, was
shot and fatally wounded by Soviet
troops as they stormed the Latvian
Interior Ministry in Riga last Jan. 20.
Internationally recognized for his doc-
umentary films about the Siberian
people, Slapins was also a staunch
supporter of the Latvian nationalist
movement and was filming the pro-
Soviet attack when he was killed.

David Piper, 72, British art histori-
an and museum director, died of
heart failure at his home in Wytham
near Oxford, England. Piper joined
the staff of London's National Portrait
Gallery in 1946, becoming its director
in 1964. He headed the Ashmolean in
Oxford and the Fitzwilliam in Cam-
bridge before retiring in '85.

John Graham, 82, architect who
designed the Space Needle for the
1962 World's Fair in Seattle, died Jan.
29 in Seattle. In the late '40s, Graham
designed the prototypical shopping
center, Northgate, outside Seattle.

Reuben Tam, 74, landscape paint-
er whose works are in the collections
of the Museum of Modern Art and the
Corcoran Gallery, died Jan. 3 at his
home in Kapaa, Hawaii.

—compiled by Walter Robinson
and Anastasia Wilkes
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Jasper Johns:

Spring, 1986,

encaustic on canvas,
75 by 50 inches.
Collection Mr. and Mrs.
8.1. Newhouse, Jr.
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Tracking the
Shadow

By dint of industry both art kistorical and personal,
the author here draws the measure of Jasper Johns’s
tnereasingly autobiographical work of the '80s.
Picking up on hitherto tantalizing but fragmentary
references to Grimewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece, she
Dpresents an in-depth reading of Johns’s recent imagery.

BY JILL JOHNSTON

What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence. —VWittgenstein

We understand that what we cannot speak about (by saying it) it is necessary to say
(by silencing it). —Marie Balmary

n the recent show at Castelli of Jasper Johns's latest work—four

largish paintings titled “The Seasons,” with a number of drawings
and prints related to them—one detail eventually caught my atten-
tion, occluding all others. The most obvious feature in these four
paintings is Johns himself, represented by his shadow, cast life-size
onto the canvases, worked from a tracing drawn by a friend. The
same silhouette, painted in rich grays, appears in each Season—
Spring, Summer, Fall, Winter—tilting left to the same degree.

This four-part work is as literal as anything Johns has done.
Spring, for instance, is marked by diagonal streaks of white paint
crossing the whole canvas and indicating rain; Winter is dotted all
over with white snowflakes and even has a stick-figure snowman in
it. In Spring, birth is clearly signified by the centered shadow-form
of a child (inside a rectangle) directly underneath the looming,
tilting shadow figure of Johns. The child’s head, cut off Jjust above
the ears, slashes across Johns's body right below the crotch, sepa-
rated only by its variant gray color and the top horizontal of the
rectangle containing and cropping the child’s head.

Fall literally depicts a fall. Here Johns has cut his shadow
lengthwise in two; a portion of him disappears off the left edge of the
canvas and reappears, as it were, on the right, both halves separated
by a central vertical “panel” portraying a number of tumbling
objects, including the ladder that elsewhere has held them all up and
together by means of a rope and that has now broken in two,

The detail that eventually commanded my attention is one of
these objects—the section of a painting appearing in each Season
and referring to a series of paintings from Johns's 1984 show at
Castelli Greene Street. This section, consisting of Jigsaw puzzle-like
shapes fitted together and made discrete by directionally opposed
stripes, is contained by a rectangular frame; it is a section of one of
Johns’s own paintings, which appears partially obscured by other
objects in every Season. The catalogue essay to the recent show, by
Judith Goldman, and reviews I read identified it as a fragment from
Griinewald's Isenheim Altarpiece. What fragment? I became curious

2 S AR N
Above, Periscope (Hart Crane), 1963,

oil on canvas, 67 by 48 inches.

Below, In the Studio, 1982, encaustic on
canvas with objects, 72 by 48 by 4 inches.
Both works collection the artist. All
Pphotos this article, unless otherwise noted,
courtesy Leo Castelli Gallery.

5 A,
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The theme of Johns’s recent show

is a symphonic meditation on his
possessions, which include of course
his many complex references to those
artists whose work he has admired.

to know. Barbara Rose, surely an authority on Johns, was more
specific than most: she said it was a detail from the Resurrection
panel of the Altarpiece.! At first, however, I was preoccupied by the
two things that most clearly presented themselves in these new
paintings: the shadow itself, said to be Johns's first use of the whole
figure, and his various quotations, of himself and others.

uotes of his own work constitute nearly all the objects in “The

Seasons,” and these include not only his own past paintings or
parts from them but other objects he possesses and has collected,
such as his George Ohr pots, which have also been represented in
past work. The two most readily recognizable images from his own
oeuvre are the Mona Lisa and the American flag. These would go
back the farthest, except for the arm/hand imprint that inscribes a
half-circle in each Season, which dates back to '63 and is usually
associated with Periscope (Hart Crane) of that year. In “The Sea-
sons,” this image functions like the hands of a clock. The hand points
upward in Spring, horizontally to the left in Summer, three-
quarters down in Fall, straight down in Winter. Inside its circle, it
weights each work like a big dark pendulum, partially visible as it
“swings” from painting to painting.

The four “Seasons” represent Johns in his studio (or studios: he
has four of them), a developing theme of his in the '80s (e.g., In the
Studio, '82), and here done up in spades, though not in a narrative
context the way Picasso showed himself walking into his bedroom in
The Shadow, 1953. While the viewer can imagine a degree of
environmental depth in the four “Seasons” paintings, Johns has
really assembled himself and his belongings in collage style on a flat
plane.

If the paintings are literal in many ways, they're still not natu-
ralistic. As Barbara Rose has pointed out, Picasso’s 1953 painting of
himself as a shadow entering his bedroom was a totemic source for
Johns’s new work. Another source for Johns was Picasso’s 1936
Minotaur Moving His House. Both Picassos represent the artist's
possessions, outstandingly his woman of the moment—recumbent on
her bed before him as he enters his door in the Skadow picture; and
as a horse giving birth (said to represent his then mistress, Marie-
Thérése Walter), head lolling out of the cart he drags (himself as
Minotaur) in the Minotaur Moving His House. From this picture
Johns appropriated a number of elements, most conspicuously the
ladder with a rope around it holding up a painting; and the yellow
stars, more like flowers or starfish, actually, in Picasso’s sky. Also,
the wheel of the cart appears in a number of drawings and prints
from the “Seasons” show, and at one remove as the “pendulum’” in
the paintings. A branch, also from the Minotaur . . . , overhangs
each of Johns's scenes: budding in Spring, bearing leaves in Sum-
mer, withering and broken in Fall, dead in Winter.

Prominently absent of course from the Johns paintings are the
parturient horse and recumbent nude, though in Summer Johns
painted a whimsical reminder of the former in a little sea horse, a
rare species in which the male bears offspring. This information?
points to the Johns shadow-form in Spring clearly parting from the
child’s shadow directly beneath him. But there are several images of
women in the Johns pictures: the Mona Lisa (Summer), Queen
Elizabeth (her silhouetted profile facing Prince Philip in profile and
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forming the image of a vase between them in Spring), and the trick
double image of a lovely girl/ugly crone (also in Spring), which
could seem to invoke Picasso’s general exploitative use of women but
was doubtless not intended by Johns to do so.

I saw Johns near the end of February 1987, while his show was still
on; then I went to Europe. I asked him some questions and he told
me nothing, really. I've known him since 1960, and this is the first
true interest I've taken in his work. Which is not to say I haven’t
liked and admired it, even wished to own it, or have it on loan.
Anyway, I've known him much better than his work, and I hardly
know him at all. There are people who know him a lot better than I
do who might say the same. A typical critic’s or interviewer's remark
is, “Johns doesn’t wish to confide . . . still less to confess.” In my
new role as “interviewer” I found him more guarded than ever, yet,
as always, fun to be with., He was fun even though his back hurt and
his right (painting) arm was in a cast. We laughed about silly things.
Having just realized how involved his work has been through the
years with various poets and literary figures—O0'Hara, Crane, Ste-
vens, Beckett and Céline—1I told him I don’t like poetry. He smiled,
knowing I was putting him on while perhaps also telling the truth.
He said I suppose you don't like singing either and I replied of course
not, except for Frank Sinatra. Then we laughed.

I asked him why he kept for himself his Fall painting from the
group of four (I had read in several accounts that he did), and he
said because there were two left and that was the one he was
working on. I remarked on the, to me, amazing coincidence between
the accident in which he broke his arm and the main detail in his
Fall painting. In the central vertical shaft of the painting all his
possessions are tumbling to the bottom, the rope that bound them to
the ladder and the ladder itself having broken. And this is the
painting in which his shadow is split lengthwise. Johns broke his
arm in Saint Martin, where he has a studio, not long before his show
opened; he was standing on a tall ladder pruning a tree, and a rope
that had bound a branch to another tree loosened somehow, causing
the branch to boomerang and throw him to the ground. He said he
didn’t make the association himself between falling and the Fall
painting, but that others had.

In her catalogue essay to “The Seasons,” Judith Goldman asks:
“Johns as Picasso’s stand-in?"—referring to Johns's self-portrait as
a shadow—"This seems inappropriate for an artist who throughout
his career has kept art and life separate.” What must really be
meant by such remarks is not that the artist has kept his art and life
separate—how is that possible?—but that the artist has disclosed
little or nothing to connect the two, either in the work itself or in
commentaries about it. Johns is famously associated with the
phrase, “Not mine but taken.” To avoid the personal (“I didn’t want
my work to be an exposure of my feelings”?), he painted public icons
or found objects—targets, flags, numbers, etc.—with which the
spectator has so many associations that the object becomes, in an
important sense, meaningless. Conversely, and to the same end, he
built up a self-referential body of work, subjecting the spectrum of
public icons that he’d made his own to a variety of treatments, to
interact with themselves in different mediums and to evolve in
relation to each other over time.

Johns's strengths have been in his ever-rich and subtle handling
of paint, the sensuality of his surfaces and the intellectual plays he
has conjured between what is seen and what is known. He asks, in
his way, if you know what you see, or whether you have ever really
seen it, or, perhaps, whether once seen you can ever forget it. Johns's
flag, after all, is now almost as assimilated as the flag he copied.
Here it is again, he seems to keep saying, in another context—new
colors, sizes, settings, bedfellows—and though you might not see it
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anymore, you surely can’t forget it. It belongs to Johns now. It's both
America’s and his—quite a coup. “Not mine but taken.” The theme
of his recent show appears to be a symphonic meditation on his
possessions, which include of course his many complex references to
those artists whose work he has admired and in certain cases—
chiefly Duchamp and Picasso—would aspire to enter artists’ heaven
with. All “taken,” even his shadow (in two senses: from Picasso, and
from a tracing), all very easy to know (the ambition at least is
wonderfully clear).

Except for that damned fragment from the Isenheim Altarpiece.
Griinewald? Where does ke fit in? There are associations in Johns's
work with Leonardo da Vinci and Direr, and the 19th-century
American Peto, and with Redon and more recently Munch, but
otherwise Johns has made his claim to the modernist tradition
through the mixed and “proper” genealogy of Cézanne, Picasso,
Duchamp, Magritte and Pollock. The Christian reference (altar-
pieces?) struck me as practically Neolithic; and while, once known,
the reference was dutifully repeated, no critic had really touched
it.

l flew to Europe armed with glossy black-and-white reproductions
of paintings from Johns's 84 show, along with Xeroxes of all the
reviews. I had not asked him about the Griinewald detail because it
still seemed unimportant. Of the dozen or so reviews I had with me I
found exactly five specific descriptions of the detail in question.
These were very brief, and in her '84 Vogue piece, not even Barbara
Rose mentioned it. Then I decided it was important. John Ashbery in
Newsweek made the safest, and in the end most accurate (as far as
it went) description. He said, “In Perilous Night . . . there are
. . almost illegible outlines copied from the drunken soldiers in
Griinewald’s Resurrection.” John Russell in the New York Times
blended his data, imagining understandably but mistakenly that
what was in one painting was probably in others that were similarly
patterned. He said, “We could scan the painting called Perilous
Night quite closely and not guess that both there and in Ventrilo-
quist and Racing Thoughts there is an echo, faint but distinct, of a
figure of a sleeping Roman soldier from Griinewald’s Isenheim
Altarpiece in Colmar, France.” Similarly, Roberta Smith in the
Village Voice said that “details abstracted from the Resurrection
panel of Griinewald’s Isenheim altarpiece dominate the left side of
Perilous Night, Racing Thoughts, and an Untitled painting.”

Jeanne Silverthorne, the reviewer in Aritforum (Summer '84), was
fanciful in another way: “In Perilous Night . . . while one of
Johns's two reworkings of Griinewald in this painting keeps the
sword of the stricken soldier in the resurrection scene in its original
position, the other [there are indeed two entire figures of the soldier
in Perilous Night, unnoticed by anyone else] moves it so that it
would, if extended, intersect with the risen Christ precisely at the
wound in his side.”

Richard Francis, in an article in these pages [see A.7. 4., Sept. '84],
noted that “Perilous Night . . . carries a detail of an image taken
from Griinewald's Isenheim Altarpiece.” In his book about Johns of
the same year,! he assumed, like Russell and Smith, that this
detail—the soldier—appeared in other works, however obscured by
cross-hatching.

In London I had no time to pursue the question, but in Copenhagen
at the end of March I went looking for reproductions of the Altar-
piece to locate this soldier. Certainly without the original I was
unable to find him in the black-and-white photos I had with me of
paintings by Johns from the '84 show, and I was missing a reproduc-
tion of Perilous Night. The Academy of Fine Arts Library in Copen-
hagen had no coherent rendering of the Altarpiece. I ended up seeing

' a clear reproduction of the Resurrection panel at the home of an art
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Above, Picasso: Minotaur Moving His House, 1936,
oil on canvas, 18% by 215 inches.

Below, Picasso: The Shadow, 1958, oil on canvas,
55%s by 38% inches. Musée Picasso.
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Johns’s strength is in his subtle
handling of paint, in the sensuality
of his surfaces and in the intellectual
plays he has conjured between
what is seen and what is known.

hlstorlan, in a small book dealing w1th Christian symbohsm I was
lucky. One of my black-and-whites, called Untitled, one of at least
four Untitled pictures Johns made in '84, had mysterious ﬁguratlon
in it that could be compared to the fallen foreground soldier in
(Griinewald’s Resurrection panel. There it was, very precisely deli-
neated once you've located it. The soldier has just fallen, his right leg
. is still off the ground, his left arm is raised overhead, head turned
toward the viewer, as he shields himself from the brilliant light of
the rising Christ. Another helmeted soldier leans over him, about to
fall across his body it seems, but he doesn’t appear in the Johns
tracing in Untitled. He does, however, appear in the two renderings
of the Resurrection detail in Perilous Night, as Ashbery indicated; I
didn’t see Perilous Night till I returned to New York at the end of
April. Now, in Copenhagen, I imagined my small search to be over.
Like Russell and others, I believe I assumed that the soldier was
depicted in these other works but in some fragmented further
removed way, making him quite illegible.

I was driving with a friend, south then west through-Germany

toward Paris, and I decided to make a detour and visit the Altarpiece

in Colmar, a city in the Alsace-Lorraine region of France. The
Altarpiece resides there in the famed Unterlinden Museum. Colmar
is very pretty, and the Altarpiece is definitely worth a detour, but I
found nothing further that would illuminate Johns's use of it. I took
pictures and bought postcards and drove on to a town south of Paris
to visit Teeny Duchamp.

I asked Mme Duchamp almost immediately if she had been to
Colmar. She said she and her daughter Jackie had gone there to see
the Altarpiece with Jasper in '84—she thought it was '84. Back home
I discovered that Perilous Night was painted in '82. I knew I had to
see him again. Besides, I returned to Castelli's and obtained more
reproductions along with all the reviews I hadn’t seen of the recent
“Seasons” show. The Isenheim detail, so-called, in the four “Sea-
sons” paintings, does not resemble in its handling either the tracing
of the soldier in Perilous Night, where it floats as a purple outline on
or within a sea of black and white paint, nor does it look like the
patterning of the soldier tracing in Untitled, '84, which is embedded
in freely painted stripes that run through the figure all one way,
broken into darker and lighter areas. The “Seasons” detail most
closely resembles the jigsaw-puzzle patterning, areas with direction-
ally opposed stripes (not téchnically, as was commonly noted,”in
Johns's earlier crosshatch style), that occupied the left-hand side of
Racing Thoughts, '84. This was the side that also contained the
photo of Johns's dealer, Leo Castelli, as a young man (itself in puzzle
pieces), and a rendering of Johns's pants (some saw a towel) hanging
next to it. On the right side of Racing Thoughts appears the Mona
Lisa, and a kind of logo from the '84 show: the skull and crosshones
with its warning, “Chute de Glace”—beware of falling ice, which
was painted in variations into many of the pictures. Certainly the
overwhelming impression from that show was of death and disaster.

- Anyway, the Isenheim update, if such it was, in “The Seasons’
looked taxonomically related only to this expanse of jigsaw motif in
Racing Thoughts.

Now I examined the jigsawlike motif in two of the Untitled '84
paintings and found some shapes that had to be the same, and in
identical relationship to each other in the three works, however
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much they differed in size or design. And in two of them you can see
the same “eyes.” In one, these eye forms surround the skull and
crossbones and can be read as ghosts or scary night creatures. By
now I had reproductions before me of two more of these Untitled
works, one '83, the other '84, both includedin Richard Francis’s book.
That made five altogether, and I was certain there was no soldier
there. I got excited. I suspected I was on to something. This time
when I saw Johns, I brought all these glossies, books, notes, reviews,
and pictures and postcards from Colmar.

met him at Da Silvano on lower Sixth Avenue. There's a dividing

brick wall in that restaurant, and I arrived first and was seated
on the far side as you enter the door. I waited and drank coffee.
After a while the waiter came over and told me he thought perhaps
the person I was waiting for was already there. He was. He was
sitting on the other side near the door, in the same corner position
against the wall, drinking a beer. That got us off to a good start—
laughing. Still laughing, he said, “I’m not going to tell you anything.”
But he did tell me he had been in Colmar before '84, when he went
with Teeny Duchamp and her daughter. And that a friend had sent
him a big book with reproductions of the Altarpiece which he loved.
He sent a tracing of a detail to the friend and that evidently got him
going. At length I threw my cards on the table—the glossies, pic-
tures, postcards, etc.—and more or less demanded to know if these
patterns in the Untitled works and in Racing Thoughts were varia-
tions on the soldier. He said no, they were not. I said well, what are
they then? He didn’t answer. I ran down the panels. I didn’t think it
would be from the Crucifixion or the Annunciation or Nativity or
Lamentation. Could it be from the Temptation of Saint Anthony? He
thought it was. He wasn’t sure. I had those two postcards at home:
one shows Saint Anthony (Abbot, 4th century) in long white beard
talking to another old man, Paul, in the desert; in the other, Saint
Anthony is being dragged by his scalp into the scene of his tempta-
tions—a Boschian phantasmagoria of monsters and devils.

At home I spent more than an hour trying to locate a detail in the
two Saint Anthony pictures that might match the pattern in Racing
Thoughts and the five Untitled works—the fragment in the four
“Season” paintings still itself of course unidentified. I found nothing.
These Griinewald pictures are teeming with details. As are the
Johnses. I called Johns and tried to pin him down. He was irritated
now. He was busy, he couldn’t remember, and the information was in
the country. I went for it anyway; I said, “Look, there's Anthony in
the long white beard being hauled off . . .” There was a brief
diversion. He remembered a Gertrude Stein line: “Stop stop I did not
drag my father beyond that tree.” I remembered the Stein title, Tke
Blood on the Dining Room Floor, and he said he had that book and
he never read it, and I replied likewise. Then I said, is that it, is it in
that particular panel—Saint Anthony sprawled in purgatory? And
he said yes, but it's skin. I thanked him and we hung up.

Skin! I spent more time looking, turning the glossies this way and
that. I laid out the color reproduction of Untitled, '83-'84, in the
Richard Francis book. The left side of it is consumed by the design,
in purples, grays and whites. I turned it upside down. I put the
postcard right next to it. Johns is a very literal guy. The whole figure
in the bottom left corner of the Saint Anthony Temptation panel took
form in front of me like a picture in a darkroom being birthed out of
emulsion, in' the bottom left corner of the Johns jigsaw motif—as
viewed upside down. I'd located it by concentrating on the outstand-
ing feature in the corner of a three-pronged “claw.” The figure is the
only human in the panel besides Anthony, though he has an animal
characteristic of webbed feet. He's a devastating creature. He has a
long sort of fool’s cap, his stomach is bloated and ballooned, all his
skin (the skin!) is marked with pocks, an appendage or arm raised ' |
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Jasper Johns:
Summer, 1985,
encaustic on canvas,
75 by 50 inches.
Private collection.
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Jasper Johns:

Fall, 1986,
encaustic on canvas,
75 by 50 inches.
Collection the artist.
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Johns’s Perilous Night (above and pp. 140-41)
contains two separate renderings of the two
soldiers. Difficult to discern, the figures fill
Johns’s entire left panel (detail, right);
Griinewald’s image is reversed and upended,
the fallen soldier’s head at bottom left. A smaller
version of the motif, oriented as in the source,
appears in the right-hand panel.

L T
: ,j;'_-).:xlim!, .
In the left-hand panel of Untitled, 1984
(encaustic on canvas, 63% by 75 inches;
collection Eli Broad), the recumbent soldier is
presented more tightly framed and alone; he is
again positioned vertically (but not reversed),
with his head at bottom left corner
(entire work above, detail left).

2 MR L\ fo

This time traced in pale outline, the two
soldiers reappear in Untitled, 1983 (encaustic
on canvas, 30% by 45%s inches; collection

the artist), cropped differently and upended
again (detail right, entire work above).

All three details on this page are turned
sideways to more clearly reveal the Gritnewald
image.
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In Racing Thoughts, 1984 (detail left, entire
work above; 50 by 75 inches; collection Robert
and Jane Meyerhoff), a creature from
Grilnewald’s St. Anthony panel appears upside
down and partially obscured.

The St. Anthony creature, upside
down and reversed, occupies nearly
the entire surface of a large (75

by 50 inches) Untitled painting

of 1984 (detail far right, entire
work near right). Private collection.
All three details on this page are
turned upside down to more clearly
reveal the Griinewald image.

Inverted, reversed and broken into discrete,
maplike areas, the creature reappears in
Untitled, 1984 (detail left, entire work below;
encaustic on canvas, 50 by 75

inches; collection the artist).
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over his upturned head ends in a stump, he’s clearly diseased and
dying (according to legend, by the way, Griinewald died of the plague
in 1528; the Altarpiece is dated between 1512 and 1516). I quickly
found the creature in Racing Thoughts, then in the other Untitled
works (except that one with the soldier), and then as a fragment
even in the four “Seasons.” The bent leg with pocks on it (the “eyes”
I saw were the pocks on his stomach) is clearly visible in Fall.

I felt very sad finding this figure in the Johns painting. There's
great pathos somehow in the carefully hidden and precisely copied
forms of this dying creature-person, who appears as overcome by the
scene before him—Saint Anthony and the monsters—as does the
fallen soldier in the Resurrection panel, stricken by the “blinding”
light of the ascending Christ. Then, if you turn the Untitled '83-'84
right side up again, you see, in the far right side of the painting, that
double image of the lovely girl/ugly crone, the crone suddenly
becoming the conspicuous one, assuming a compassionate role of
guardian/seer/witness over the “tragedy” in jigsaw. And there she
is again in two other Untitled works, also overlooking the scene, this
time a mirror image of it, though still upside down. In Untitled '83,
the skull and crossbones in black on white is the opposing image on
the right. That leaves Racing Thoughts, with the puzzle pieces
forming a ground to Johns's pants and the photo of Leo Castelli as a
young man. The Griinewald figure is in the same position, upside
down, his distended stomach obscured by the pants, his female
“guardian” to the right here the Mona Lisa, half of the skull and
crosshones visible off to the far right of the picture.

(11 N ot mine but taken” acquires new meaning. What's been

taken here is either meant not to be seen or meant to be
extremely difficult to see. There’s a striking sort of inversion here: in
early Johns, the public icon (flag), known by all, is apparently
divested of personal meaning and rendered highly visible; in recent
Johns, another public icon (the Isenheim Altarpiece), unknown to
the viewer off the street but charged with personal significance, is
rendered invisible to an ignorant public. It's hard to equate “Amer-
ica’s and his” flag with “Griinewald’s and his” soldier and victim.
Gone really is the play of confronting people with images so familiar
that they've become invisible, then turning them into something
invisible (familiarly his) again.

Yet Johns’s subject remains concealment. The nature of the
concealment has changed a great deal. What was once a kind of
game—an intellectual expose-and-seek with objects captured from
the public domain—has become more seriously personal. Johns's use
of the Griinewald masterpiece and the much more symbolic (howev-
er nearly obsessive) deployment of double or trick images in his work
of the '80s show an artist tantalizing both himself and his public
with vivid subject matter. He might be nearly there (ie., ready to
expose himself), but his cover is still very important.

The shadow itself is a cover. Though all reviewers of “The
Seasons” felt constrained to use the word “autobiography” to
describe paintings featuring the full-figured tracing of the artist's
own shape, which hovers over an obvious collection of the artist’s
possessions, and is hence additionally autobiographical, the surfaces
of the works are no less compelling than before, That which meets
the eye is a dazzling symphonic variation in four movements on the
theme of time and property. The symbols are all in place—we
recognize the appropriate signs of the Seasons as well as the tokens
of Johns's past work and the new form of self that endures this
passage of time. But the mere projection of the artist's shadow along
with his possessions, enduring a condition as general as the passage
of the Seasons, is not autobiographical per se; rather, it’s the hint or
the intimation of the kind of disclosures we associate with autobio-
graphy. A shadow is a figure still in darkness, sheltered and pro-

Johns’s subject remains concealment. But
what was once a kind of game—an
intellectual expose-and-seek with objects
captured from the public domain—has
become more seriously personal.

tected. It represents the absence of illumination. Johns has painted
it beautifully—another beguiling concealment of self.s

Vying with concealment as a leading motif in Johns's work must
be an increasing drive to express himself more openly. His recent
association with Munch seems to signify this desire. His references
to the human figure, foreshadowed in his Weeping Women ('75),
after Picasso, and his Between the Clock and the Bed (two versions,
‘81 and '82-'83), after Munch, indicate some conflict and pressure.
Revealingly, Johns said to me, “I resent my continuing dependence
on preexistent forms.” He said this after I inquired about the “freely
drawn” images in his new work. Obviously the “starfish,” the
branches, the tiny hummingbird are freely drawn. But only the
hummingbird is “invented,” the others having been “taken.” Johns
is a master of the secondhand. Entering art history through a milieu
that encouraged this theft of the already used, and as an artist who
was virtually self-taught, he finds himself now perhaps in a position
in which he has made his mark and his fortune doing work that may
no longer be adequate to fulfill his expressive needs. Directly after
he said he resented his dependency on preexistent forms, I
remarked, “Isn’t it fortuitous that . . .” and he finished my sen-
tence, laughing uproariously, painfully I thought, “. . . that I would
pick up tracing?”

His tracing in Perilous Night of the soldier from Griinewald’s
Resurrection panel was vitally new secondhand material. He tagged
the work for meaning, opaque as it was to the general viewer in its
submerged tracing, with his title, after a John Cage composition of
1945. In case the title wasn’t enough to make the Cage reference
clear, Johns incorporated into his painting a page, partially obscured
by the hanging cast of a forearm/hand, from Cage’s score, including
a bit of the title itself: “The Perilou . . .” as well as the composer’s
name: “J. Cage.” Cage has been quoted as saying that his Perilous
Night was concerned with “the loneliness and terror that comes to
one when love becomes unhappy.” It was written the same year he
separated from his wife of over a decade (Xenia Kashevaroff), and it
represented a turning point in his career. He was dismayed by its
critical reception. One critic, for example, writing that the last
movement of the work sounded like “a woodpecker in a church
belfry,” prompted Cage to say, “I had poured a great deal of emotion
into the piece, and obviously I wasn’t communicating this at all. Or
else, I thought, if I were communicating, then all artists must be
speaking a different language, thus speaking only for themselves.”t
Within the next five years Cage would clear himself of such emo-
tional dilemmas by placing his music insofar as possible outside
himself. He became the original secondhand sound man, with
influence far beyond the confines of music.

Johns met Cage in '64, the year he met Rauschenberg, and for
several years, Cage and Merce Cunningham, Johns and Rauschen-
berg were close friends and supporters of one another's work.
Eighteen years older than Johns, Cage was a man whose authority,
coupled with the earlier example of Duchamp, would be decisive for
the modifications Johns and Rauschenberg would be able to make on
the then-prevailing and highly personal Abstract Expressionist
esthetic. Between '66 and '60, Johns applied the gestural, painterly
stroke of that school to subjects that were otherwise alien to it: the
flag, targets, numbers, the alphabet, etc. It would be hard not to see
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Griinewald? Where does he fit in? The
Christian reference (altarpieces?) struck
me as practically Neolithic and no critic
had really touched it.

Johns making a strong statement when he reached back, in '82, for
the older man’s discarded expressive work in the instance of Cage’s
Perilous Night.

But as literal as he may be in his references, Johns keeps an ironic
distance from his audience. There is a presumed irony in Cage's title
reference to the Star Spangled Banner, but Johns is clearly ironic
himself in his submergence of a loaded subject, the smitten soldier at
Christ’s tomb, who was indeed a witness to the outcome of a certain
(other) “perilous night.”

J ohns scoffed at me when we were having lunch at Da Silvano,
and I made, I suppose, the mistake of telling him what I saw in
two other paintings of his that he tagged by the use of another man'’s
title: Munch'’s Between the Clock and the Bed. He had already told
me the Munch work moved him. He once told someone that he sees a
thing and then paints it, and other times he paints a thing and then
sees it. He saw the crosshatch motif that he had used throughout the
'70s in the patterning of Munch’s bedspread. Johns transposed the
motif to his own works after the Munch, placing it in the same lower
right-hand corner as Munch did. In the Johns it seems like a
signature, in diminutive strokes, conspicuous on a highlighted
ground yet overpowered by the broad striation of hatching that
covers the whole canvas, and that is very similar to his '76 Weeping
Women (after Picasso), also done in three flush vertical panels.

It was his division of the work into three distinct vertical forms,
light areas alternating with dark, that made me say I saw the three

Right, Resurrection panel from Gritnewald’s Isenheim Altarpiece, ca.
1510-15, Unterlinden Museum, Colmar, France. Below, detail of foreground
soldiers, a motif which occurs in numerous recent Johns paintings (see
examples on facing page). Photo Scala/Art Resource.
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The whole figure in the bottom left
corner of the Saint Anthony panel
took form in the Johns jigsaw motif
as viewed upside down—Ilike a
picture being birthed out of emulsion.

distinct shapes in the Munch work abstractly in his own (Munch’s
full-length self-portrait with his paintings behind him on the wall,
flanked by a grandfather clock on the left and the bed and its spread
on the right). “Well, Jill,” he said, laughing hard again, “if that's
what you see . . ."” So much for his audience. He isn’t inclined to
help by either denying or affirming, and he enjoys teasing. But more
interesting here no doubt was what originally moved him. He did say
he was struck by the coincidence of finding his own motif in the
bedspread. Perhaps that inducted him into the Munch painting’s
subject: the very affecting self-portrait of the artist as an aging man,
tired and resigned yet erect and heroic, standing before representa-
tions of his work.

Johns's first painting after Munch was done one year before
Perilous Night. Once the soldier in the latter is “read,” what might
have seemed the arbitrary element of three forearm/hand casts,
dangling across the top right of the picture, might now also be
“read” in relation to the smaller tracing of the soldier, appearing in
this case right side up, and being nearly touched by the fingertips of
two of the cast forearm/hand parts. The same is true, for me at
least, of the relationship of crone to victim, once the victim has been
“‘read”—in the Untitled works. And in Perilous Night, since Johns
has taken his soldier out of context, retaining the other falling
soldier, who leans over his recumbent one, the falling one who leans
over could be imagined as attendant and concerned, and not falling
at all. So there are two hovering, caressing elements over the smitten
soldier: the one who “falls” on him and the fingertips just above the
latter. And one set of fingertips, with its hand and arm, is tellingly
laid down across a representation of a Johns (crosshatch) painting,
the other across the silkscreen of the Cage score, flush to the Johns.
Then—how could you miss the symbolism of the handkerchief nailed
to a stretch of paling or wood graining below? Johns's source in the
Cage score becomes more cogent: a death (of some sort) or a
separation was perhaps involved too.

A similar connection between art and biography has been made
concerning Johns's '61 painting, In Memory of My Feelings—Frank
O’Hara. In a provocative 1984 essay about Johns, two Englishmen,
Charles Harrison and Fred Orton, drew what might still be consid-
ered unseemly personal inferences.” They noted that Johns and
O'Hara were friends until 1966, when the latter tragically died, that
the O'Hara poem, In Memory of My Feelings, written in 1956 and not
published till 1967, was dedicated to the painter Grace Hartigan (one
of two women, they said, that 0'Hara, a homosexual, loved), with
whom O'Hara fought in 1960, and from whom he became irrevocably
estranged. Harrison and Orton speculate that Johns used the 0'Hara
title to express feelings of his own over his estrangement from Bob
Rauschenberg during '60-'61. They quote Calvin Tomkins® on the
breakup. They describe the 0’'Hara poem—an “inventory of feelings,
and an assertion of the need to express them,” and “images of
death” recurring “throughout the poem.” Then they ask, “So can we

Above left, Temptation of St. Anthony panel from the Isenheim Altarpiece.
Left, detail of the creature in lower left foreground, which, in disguised
Jorm, appears in many '83 and ‘84 Johns works (see examples on facing
page) and in all the “Seasons” pictures. Photo Giraudon/Art Resource.
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As he turns public and critics into fools,
Johns is like a jewel thief who makes a
spectacular heist and then basks in the
public’s interest and ignorance, and the
police’s unsuccessful pursuit of clues.

connote death from Johns’ painting?” and conclude, “It seems so.
The words ‘DEAD MAN’ appear in the lower right of the canvas.”
But these words are impossible to see. With magnifying glass I can
just barely find a trace of them in reproductions myself. However,
they are there.

I asked Johns about the words, mentioning the essay by the
Englishmen, and he cast me one of his long, suspicious glances,
saying, “How did tkey know the words are there?” They did of course
note that the words are “veiled, camouflaged by busy grey brush-
strokes.” To me the words are spooky, given that the painting was
done in '61, five years before O'Hara died. Anyway, it was not the
objective of Harrison and Orton to expose lives, but rather to bring
forward expressive aspects of Johns’s work that have been over-
looked. “To discuss the vivid surfaces of Johns' work, we suggest, is
in itself a relatively uninteresting pursuit. What is significant is that
they seem to show how a vivid surface—as the apparent technical
‘arena’ of the Modernist dynamic—can carry vivid subject matter
while, as it were, pretending not to do so.” And in sympathy for
Johns: “. . . we might say that the ambitious artist of Johns'
generation (and since perhaps), who knows his or her Modernism
and understands what ‘American-Type’ painting has to be in order to
succeed as Modernism, has a real problem if he or she wants to
express and to deal with subject-matter and to express feelings as
subject matter.”

t's a long jump from Iz Memory of My Feelings of '61 to Perilous

Night of '82. Harrison and Orton rather quixotically say that
Johns returned, “after years with numbers and letters,” to “human
figuration” when he painted /n Memory of My Feelings. But of
course the figuration there is wholly allusive and symbolic. The
weight of feeling implied by the title was carried by the loose
gray/dark (i.e., stormy-cloudy-overcast-murky) paint surface.

If his surfaces earlier carried the burden of expression, Johns's
emerging figuration, now literal and embodied (however unavaila-
ble), could place him in a tradition linking him legitimately or
convincingly with Picasso, Munch, et al. Yet it's easy to see that he
might abandon these tracings as experimental. He has perhaps the
sense that what he “takes” could be difficult or impossible to convert
into expressive available currency. He might then have to “give”
something he won't, or can’t. More daunting, no doubt, is any
prospect of drawing the figure freely. As things are, the use of puzzle
pieces is itself revealing. The direction he might take next could be a
puzzle to him. Yet we may also imagine that Johns has obtained a
private pleasure here, turning public and critics into fools. He's like a
jewel thief who makes a spectacular heist and who then reads the
papers day after day, basking in the public's tremendous interest
and ignorance, and the police’s unsuccessful pursuit of clues. It's a
type of onanism—a public exhibition of a masterful facade, conceal-
ing some intimate design or activity. It's also the act of a great
magician. Altogether, nine of Johns's pictures have featured this
incredible little person (victim) in the Griinewald Saint Anthony
panel, five of them prominently, and he has made at least three
explicit renderings of the soldier from the Resurrection panel—and
perhaps more that we don’t know about.

In his recent show, he has given us his shadow to contemplate, his
possessions and his tricks (double images) and surfaces to admire.
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Jasper Johns: Perilous Night, 1982, encaustic on canvas with objects, 67 by 9

toward the viewer (cf. also In the Studio, 1982, p. 129).
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Jasper Johns: In Memory of My Feelings—Frank O'Hara, 1961, oil on
canvas, with objects, 40 by 60 inches. Collection Stefan T. Edlis.

The masking of feelings, especially
uncomfortable ones, was at the
core of the Neo-Dada esthetic. Nor
did the modernist esthetic offer

a vehicle for the personal.

And while the “Isenheim fragment”—the Saint Anthony creature—
is in there, it or he has now been rendered quite unreadable as well
as contextless, except in structural or formal relation to the other
elements in the work. The emotional connection or moment is over,
for Johns and for us, though differently for each. It must have been
meaningful for Johns; and we never got it. Yet his (private) moment,
surely something far richer for him than the mere pleasure sug-
gested above of relishing the public’s ignorance, must be somehow
seriously qualified by his refusal or inability to be more direct. Johns
has a relationship with his work that is exclusive, or that leaves out
a great deal in its final embrace with his public. I remonstrated with
him when I saw him, identifying myself as just a spectator off the
street (i.e., how am I going to get it?). He protested in turn that I was
not just a spectator off the street. I said but I was, and I had to go to
a lot of trouble to decode this mystery, and I still had not done it (we
were talking in the restaurant). And then after a while, he regis-
tered his final complaint—in a tone of triumph, I thought. He smiled
and said, “But you aspire to privilege.” There was a slight pause.
Then I replied, “Well, yes, I do” (which he laughed over delicious-
ly)—and I can't remember what I said after that. But later I thought
he'd made a gilt-edged remark. Privilege, certainly, means every-
thing in relation to his work. He isn’t giving himself away to just
anybody, and the privileged information that some critic or other
obtained in 1984 (perhaps Rose, for a start) about the Isenheim
Altarpiece easily turned into a Rashomon botch of things. This may
be interesting in itself; it may also serve to divert attention away
from the artist’s own feelings, toward which any substantially
accurate information will, in a case like this anyway, lead us. There
was no way to appreciate all that “religious” (or personal) subject
matter when it was not clearly identified.”

While Johns keeps his public at bay, he toys with it as well. He
offers suggestive subject matter, which he short-circuits with tricks
and deceptions. His ambivalence seems extreme, though conceal-
ment still reigns over its opposite. If this is a problem, it inheres in
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the tradition of detachment that surrounded his formative years as
an artist. The masking of feelings, especially uncomfortable ones,
was a goal at the core of the Neo-Dada esthetic led by Cage and
inspired by Duchamp. Nor did the modernist esthetic offer a vehicle
for the personal. Yet in Johns's use of the Griinewald figures, we can
perhaps guess that he found some grief difficult to share. If this is
true, it represents the autobiographical content that we were unable
to see in his '84 show, and that has gone underground in “The
Seasons.” I read Perilous Night as a scene in which one man gently
attends the plight of another. I read the Saint Anthony creature as a
projection of both victim and witness (e.g., the artist), overcome by
death, or by dark forces. This figure elicits a sense of horror and
compassion. It's too distinctive, too particularized, too human not to
imagine that the artist made some strong emotional identification
with it. But equally evident, in retrospect, at least, is Johns’s interest
in concealing, or not sharing, his involvement with his subject
matter. What we can share, perhaps, is a special moment in an
artist's career, as we watch him poised between his use of “pre-
existent forms” and some aspiration to break away from them, or to
risk their deployment in more available modes, if that seems possi-
ble. O

1. Barbara Rose wrote a detailed and very informative article “previewing” the
Castelli show, “Jasper Johns: The Seasons,” that was published in the Jan. 1987 issue
of Vogue.

2. Barbara Rose, ibid.

3. Riva Castleman, Jasper Johns: A Print Retrospective, New York, Museum of
Modern Art, 1986, p. 18.

4. Richard Francis, Jasper Johns, New York, Abbeville, 1984.

5. Johns's images, cast with attributes of the four Seasons, are uncannily like some
images or scenes in the four suits of the Tarot deck. The number four itself represents
the points of the quaternity: an ancient symbol of the self, or of wholeness. Many
symbols in Johns'’s paintings can be found strewn through any Tarot deck: the cups,
pentacles (as stars), the child, hands, animals of course, the death’s head, snowdrops
and other seasonal signs, the “Wheel of Fortune,” the plummeting objects, and so
forth. The Tarot, like other fortune-telling vehicles, symbolizes the changes we go
through in the course of a day, a year, a life; and Johns similarly indicates the cycle of
things, while camouflaging autobiographical particulars.

6. Calvin Tomkins, The Bride and the Bachelors, New York, Viking, 1962.

7. Charles Harrison and Fred Orton, “Jasper Johns: ‘Meaning What You See',” Art
History, Mar. 1984. See also Marjorie Perloff, Frank 0’Hara: Poet Among Painters,
Austin and London, University of Texas Press, 1977, which is referred to by Harrison
and Orton as well.

8. Calvin Tomkins, Of the Wall, New York, Penguin, 1980.

9. The “Seasons” paintings show a kind of fallout of this subject matter from the
earlier work. The Isenheim fragment from the Saint Anthony panel is further
detailed, and cast as a souvenir. The death’s head, appearing only in Fall, is partially
obscured and likewise remaindered. The soldiers are gone, but the figure of Christ, so
dominant in the Griinewald Resurrection panel and so spectacularly absent from
Johns's traced details from same, is now in some poetic sense rigged up in the form of
the artist—a “floating,” featureless shadow figure, a clear representation of the
totality of self. The hands of the “clock” pointing upward, downward and to the side
may indicate the points of the Cross. Within the hand imprints are marks (perhaps
left by the hollow of the palm, but Rose calls them “pinioned palms”) now inescapably
resembling stigmata. The ladder itself recalls the ladder depicted in many Crucifixion
scenes.

There is another curious parallel between the Grilnewald Resurrection panel and a
prominent feature that occurs in all the “Seasons” paintings. Johns's very large black
half-circles, bearing a striking central highlight from which the arm/hand seems to
emanate, could be read almost as a displaced negative image of the great aureole
around the risen Christ with arms and hands uplifted. Coincidentally, Barbara Rose’s
1984 Vogue article noted that Perilous Night “contains . . . a passage of a burst of
light taken from the central panel of Griinewald's Isenheim Altarpiece of Christ rising
in glory and radiance at the moment of the Resurrection.” Johns himself disclaimed
this connection when I raised the question with him,

Author: Jill Johnston is currently working on her autobiography’s third volume, to
be titled Sunsets Abroad.
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encaustic on canvas,
75 by 50 inches.
Collection

Asher B. Edelman.
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ion. It’s a distinction of the highest order,
and one that confirms Johns'’s reputation
as the venerated father of the Pop'Art’
movement of the 60’s.

In some ways, it’s hard to imagine a
less likely star than this allegedly her-
metic artist who rarely gives interviews
or appears in public, and whose work,
though based on the most commonplace
of images, is difficult, clandestine, and at
times vexingly self-involved. But that
hasn’t kept Johns from winning either an
avid audience or commercial success.
Last month, his 1962 painting “Diver”
sold for $4.2 million, the highest price
ever paid at auction for the work of a liv-
ing artist. (The previous record, held
jointly by Johns and Willem de Kooning,
was $3.63 million.)

By Deborah Solomon

N 1959, WHEN JASPER JOHNS
was 29 years old, a photograph ap-
peared in Time magazine that
shows him standing beside one of
his paintings. A slim, brooding
young man dressed in a coat and tie,
Johns radiates the sort of demonic
intensity the public no doubt ex-
pected of him. He was, after all, “the
brand-new darling of the art world’s
bright, brittle avant-garde,” as the
accompanying article explained. “A
year ago he was practically un-
known; since then he has had a sellout
show in Manhattan, has exhibited in
Paris and Milan. ...”

No artist was ever catapulted int.O PHILADELPHIAMUSEUM OF ART. Yet the one developmen} in the artis;’s
i e e i ol
%?es‘?z :(xohrlk.lwhich brought together p?i,nt- PAINTED BRONZE, 1960. r::s: Ais 5?;0 J:)r;ngnsohaz ftlJun(lin f::,’;;;
ings of targets, numbers and the Amer- Such works heralded preoccupied by his own vulnerability in
ican flag, was seen as a brilliant assault the coming of | Pop Arz. the face of age and loss, and eager to sur-

on the high-minded strivings of the Ab- render his famous detachment to the im-
stract Expressionists who then domi- peratives of his discontent. His recent
nated the art scene. What could a picture FOR TH E work pursues the autobiographical as

of a target, even if it was nicely painted diligently as his early targets and flags
in lush green strokes, reveal about the

renounced it.
agony of existence? Absolutely nothing, FIRST TIME ; HIS Johns, who lives and works in a hand-
and that was the point. As Johns himself some white stucco town house on the

later stated, “I don’t want my work to be i i
an exposure of my feelings."y WORK HAS Bhl;;:ge]iznaligssvig)?kseﬁeii;l:fcglrl;:hfocl!-l?:::r::(s:

In the 30 years since his shining debut, one’s work to be the world, but of course
Johns has never been out of the lime- TAKEN ON THE it’s never the world. The work is in the
light. When the Venice Biennale opens

world; it never contains the whole thing.”
next Sunday, it will be Johns whose work LOOK OF A

The artist, a large, gracious, soft-
is represented in the United States pavil- spoken man who characteristically

R R — T SELF_PORTRAIT speaks of himself in the third person, is

sitting on a hardwood chair in his studio.
ist, is the author of “Jackson Pollock: A The room overlooks a stone courtyard
Biography.”

and seems surprisingly bare for a work-
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SUMMER, 1985, /s one
of a series of four paintings
collectively entitled “The
Seasons.” They deal with the
theme of man'’s passage

through time, and are bis first
antobiographical works.

ART ‘CAN NEVER
MAKE A
COMPREHENSIVE
STATEMENT,
SAYS JOHNS, WHO
HAS USED
COMMON OBJECTS
—CANS, FLAGS—
IN HIS WORK.

place. There are no easels displaying
works-in-progress, no paint splatters
staining the pale marble floor. About the
only sign of life is a row of flowerpots
filled with rare orchids on a window
ledge. “Someone gave me a subscription
to an orchid club,” he explains.

Johns answers questions with short,
careful, literal replies, like a witness testi-
fying in court. The information that he
chooses to disclose merely underscores
his reserve. In 1959, he recalls, he was be-
friended by Marcel Duchamp, the Dada
artist whose “ready-made” sculptures —
bottle racks, snow shovels and other
manufactured objects proclaimed by the
artist to be high art — have had such a
large influence on Johns’s own work.

Were the two artists close? “I wasn’t
inclined to approach him,” Johns says. “I
found it difficult to be with him in a
graceful way because there were things
I would have liked to ask him, but I
couldn’t imagine that he would be inter-
ested in giving me the information I
wanted. Much of it dealt with the past,
and who wants to sit around talking
about the past?”

The moral of the story is clear: To ask
an artist to reflect on the past is to
demonstrate bad manners. Johns is
particularly touchy on the subject of his
childhood. But then it wasn’'t a happy
time for him.

THE ONLY SON OF A FAILED FARM-
er, Johns spent his earliest years in Allen-
dale, S.C,, a small town not far from
Charleston. He was raised by his paternal
grandfather, a Baptist farmer who took
Johns in after his parents were divorced.
When Johns was still in grade school, his
grandfather died. The young boy was shut-
tled around to various relatives, and even-

e

p—

L duddee o



FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY

Collection:

Series.Folder:

“Tombing

7. <. |4 |

LEO CASTELLI GALLERY

tually ended up in a town called The Cor-
ner, living with an aunt who taught in a
one-room schoolhouse. Asked why he lived
with his father’s sister as opposed to his fa-
ther, Johns sits quietly before replying.
“He didn’t invite me,” he finally says,
erupting into loud laughter.

Johns recalls his years in The Corner
as a time of intense isolation. “It was
very rural — no telephone, no electricity
at first. I had no sense of the world, and
still have very little of it.”

Early on, Johns retreated into the
world of art. From the time he was 5,
he drew all the time. “Making drawings
was something I liked to do,” he says,
“and probably it attracted attention.
People said, ‘Oh, he does that!’” He
knew for sure he was going to be an
artist someday, even though the only
artist he had ever heard of was a grand-
mother he never met, a Sunday painter
whose landscapes he saw in the homes of
his relatives. He still remembers what
her work looked like: “Swans on a stream,
cows in a meadow. A heron. I remem-
ber a tall painting with a tall heron on it.”

At the age of 19, after study-
ing briefly at the University
of South Carolina, Johns
came to New York to pursue
a career in art. Before long he
was working as a messenger
boy and hazily wondering
how best to proceed with his
nonexistent career in art. The
question was deferred in 1950,
when he was drafted into the
United States Army for two
years of service during the
Korean War.

After his discharge, Johns
returned to New York and
found a job as a sales clerk at

a Marlboro bookstore on West 57th Street,
next door to The Russian Tea Room. “I
had no focus,” he recalls. “I was vague and
rootless. This image of wanting to be an
artist — that I would in some way be-
come an artist — was very strong. I
knew for a long, long time that that’s
what I would be. But nothing I ever did
seemed to bring me any nearer to the
condition of being an artist. And I didn’t
know how to do it.”

A turning point came in 1954, when
Johns became friendly with Robert
Rauschenberg. He, too, was a trans-
planted Southerner (he came from
Texas). Far more accomplished than
Johns, he had already had several one-
man shows, and his iconoclastic “black
paintings” and “white paintings” had
won him considerable attention. As ex-
troverted as Johns was introverted,
Rauschenberg knew most of the leading
avant-garde figures of the day. Johns
has described him as the first serious
artist he ever met.

By the mid-1950’s,
was living in

Rauschenberg
(Continued on Page 63)

LEO CASTELLI GALLERY

DIVER, 1962, above, so/d last
month for $4.2 million, the
highest price paid at auction
Jfor the work of a living artist.
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THE MUSEUM OF MODERN ART
FLAG, 1954-55, above, was
2he result of a dream he had, and was the
Jirst of a series of flag paintings.

PAINTED BRONZE, 1960, /cf?, was
inspired by the comment that Jobns's

art dealer was 50 good you cowld give him
“two beer cans and he could sell them.”

TARGET WITH FOUR
FACES, 1955, /cft. Targets
are one of the “‘things that

are seen but not looked at”
that Jobns has often used

as a subject for bis paintings.
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Continued from Page 23

a loft building on Pearl
Street, one flight above
Johns. Over the next few
years, the two painters
traded ideas on a daily basis,
criticized each other’s work,
and “nourished each other,”
as Rauschenberg puts it, “by
being such contradictory
personalities.”

They offered each other
practical assistance, too. In
those days, Rauschenberg
was supporting himself de-
signing windows for Bonwit
Teller on a freelance basis;
one day he asked Johns for
some help. “I saw that what
Bob did was do something,
have some money, run out of
money, find something to do,
get some money.” Johns quit
his job at the bookstore and
began working with Rausch-
enberg.

Now that he had time to
paint, Johns decided to start
over, and in 1954 destroyed
every work in his studio. “I
think I must have recognized
some aspect of self-hatred in
my aimlessness,” he says. “I
hoped to instigate a new state

of affairs, to change the form
of my thought and the content
of my work.”

Johns wasn’t sure exactly
what form his new work
would take, but he knew what
form it would actively resist.
By the mid-50’s, Abstract Ex-
pressionism was the domi-
nant style of the day, and
many young artists were ea-
gerly adopting the thrusting
brushstrokes, free-wheeling
lines and heroic scale of art-
ists like Jackson Pollock and
de Kooning. Johns, however,
was never one for hero-wor-
ship. “I didn’t want to do what
they did,” he says of the Ab-
stract Expressionists. “I de-
cided that if my work con-
tained what I could identify
as a likeness to other work, I
would remove it.”

One day in 1954, Johns
casually mentioned to
Rauschenberg that he’d had
a crazy dream the previ-
ous night. “How crazy was
it?” Rauschenberg asked.
“Well,” Johns replied, “in
this dream I was painting the
American flag.” The Amer-

ican flag? Rauschenberg did-
n’t think it was crazy at all.
“That’s a really great idea,”
he said.

And so Johns returned to
his studio and, over the
course of several months,
painted his first star-span-
gled flag. Based on the image
of an American flag unfurled
and stretched tautly across a
canvas, Johns’s “Flag” was a
complicated painting. Is it a
flag, or does it just look like a
flag? Should we stand up be-
fore it and recite “The Pledge
of Allegiance” — or approach
it instead as a pure abstrac-
tion, a rectangle divided into
bands of color? Like much of
the work that Johns did after
it, “Flag” blurred the distinc-
tion between a painting and
the object it depicts, raising
basic questions about reality
and perception.

After completing several
variations on his first
“Flag,” Johns went on to
paint the alphabet, archery
targets and the numbers 0
through 9 — “things that are
seen but not looked at,” he
explains. He lavished great
care on their execution; most
of his work was done in
encaustic, a  wax-based
medium that gave his sur-
faces a dense, sensuous look.

It never occurred to Johns
that his paintings of flags or
the alphabet might cause an
uproar; when he exhibited
his “Green Target” in a
group show at the Jewish
Museum in 1957, no review-
ers made note of it.

But Johns’s obscurity did-
n’t last long. One day in 1957,
Leo Castelli, who had just
opened a gallery devoted to
avant-garde art, climbed the
three flights to Rauschen-
berg's loft to look at his work
and discuss the possibility of
giving him a show. When
Rauschenberg mentioned
that he was going downstairs
to get some ice for drinks
from Johns’s loft (they
shared a refrigerator), Cas-
telli’s ears perked up. “Jas-
per Johns?” he asked. “The
one who painted the green
picture in the Jewish Mu-
seum show?” Castelli headed
downstairs to look at Johns’s
work. “It was an astounding
experience,” he recalls. For-
getting about Rauschenberg
for the moment, Castelli
scheduled Johns’s first show
for January 1958.

When Johns’s show opened
at the gallery, the public was
astonished. Here were paint-
ings with names like “Flag,”
“White Flag,” “Target with

Four Faces” — and the will-
ful banality of their subject
matter seemed to mock the
high seriousness of art. Un-
like the Abstract Expres-
sionists, Johns had no inter-
est in lofty strivings or ro-
mantic ideals or heroic
quests for the sublime. The
only emotion suggested by
his work was a cool, astrin-
gent irony. The art historian
Leo Steinberg, one of the art-
ist’s early champions, has
described the reaction of a
well-known painter who vis-
ited the gallery: “If this is
painting,” he said, “I might
as well give up.”

Johns’s work was instantly
recognized as an ingenious
negation of Abstract Expres-
sionism. His flags, targets
and stenciled numbers were
emptied of all illusion or
grandeur, and they made
viewers wonder whether a
painting, like a cup or a chair,
wasn’t just an ordinary ma-
terial object. “At one stroke,”
the late critic Harold Rosen-
berg has written, “Johns ex-
tinguished speculation about
the meaning of individual
paintings and directed atten-
tion to them as objects
among other objects.”

Some critics dismissed
Johns’s work as a reheated

For a free Olive Oil from Spain r«'l booltle \cnd
: 0 collfromapalnl?papq P' kS

nis pressed from'tree

delxc usmaste_

Ohve Oil from

No other countrjf has the recxpe




FOR STUDY PURPOSES ONLY. NOT FOR REPRODUCTION.

Collection:

Series.Folder:

The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY

& ovilain s

JAVE

14

DOUBLE

Capacity.

CLOSET OOMPANY

©1986 California €103¢

® Custom Designed to Fit Your Needs
® One-Day Installation ® Fully Adjustable
® Fine Wood Products ® Custom Do-It-Yourself Kits
¢ Mirror Doors e Full Line of Accessories ® Fully Guaranteed

World's Langeost Closet Company

IN-HOME
ESTIMATE

FRE

nhatian Rockland/Putnam Westchester Alban

y
ﬁgﬂ’;;,‘{‘g’,,’o%gm (914) 368-1575  (914) 5621001 (800) 888-0883
{ 2;:::;:050 Ogggezlsmlivan B'g‘,’:.'l,’."ﬂ'.‘::&'s’ Nassau County
(516) 7372204 M 242T  Griac ooy (016) 8872424

T Hew Jencey Call:

H'&%;'wsg%“" mmﬂ;% Cranbury  Northern New Jersey
(203) Spirays | | (609) 6551899 (201) 8B2-3800

version of Duchampian irony
(“Dada’s the Disease,” grumbled
Emily Genauer in The New York
Herald Tribune); in more influential
quarters the reaction was over-
whelmingly favorable. The Museum
of Modern Art, which was notorious
for its wait-and-see approach toward
acquiring the work of younger artists,
promptly purchased three of Johns’s
paintings.

Johns’s variations on flags and tar-
gets, though layered with ambiguity,
were relatively accessible compared
to earlier avant-garde art, and collec-
tors didn’t hesitate to snap them up.
Taxi-fleet tycoons Robert and Ethel
Scull, delighted by Johns’s “number”
paintings, commissioned him to paint
a picture of a big number five — “our
good luck number since three chil-
dren and the two of us made five,”
Mrs. Scull explains.

No one was more surprised by
Johns’s success than the Abstract
Expressionists, who had come of age
when artists still lived in cold-water
flats, rarely made a sale, and prided
themselves on their outsider status.
One day news got back to Johns that
de Kooning had bitterly joked about
Castelli, “You could give that son of a
bitch two beer cans and he could sell
them.” The comment inspired
Johns’s best-known sculpture,
“Painted Bronze,” in which a couple
of cans of Ballantine Ale stand side by
side with a dignity befitting Egyptian
tomb figures.

—y Y THE EARLY 1860’S, JOHNS
B had become a highly influential
figure. When Frank Stella
painted the austere black-striped
canvases that heralded the beginning
of Minimalism, he was improvising
on the “you see what you see” literal-
ness of Johns’s flags and targets.
When Andy Warhol painted a picture
of a Campbell’s soup can, when Claes
Oldenburg made a sculpture of a
giant hamburger, when Roy Lichten-
stein elevated comic-book blondes to
the realm of high art, they were all
exploring the ideas set forth in
Johns’s (and Rauschenberg’s) paint-
ings of commonplace subjects.

Yet the Pop Art movement, which
embraced the whole range of vernac-
ular culture and sought to demystify
high art, had little in common with
the intellectual riddles inscribed in
Johns’s flags and targets. As Pop
gained ascendancy, Johns left New
York for Edisto Beach, S.C., and his
flags and targets gave way to a more
personal and despairing iconogra-
phy. “Periscope (Hart Crane),” done
in 1963, includes an image of a grasp-
ing arm, a reference to the poet’s sui-
cidal death by drowning. “Souvenir,”
in which an actual flashlight is af-
fixed to the canvas, along with a din-
ner plate bearing a photograph of the
artist, is a bitter meditation on the
limitations of art, which can no more
shed light on human suffering than
can the flashlight in the photograph.

As the years passed, Johns’s work
became more hermetic. Throughout
most of the 1970’s, while dividing his
time between the wooded seclusion of
Stony Point, N.Y., and a former bank

-

building in downtown Manhattan, he
devoted himself to a group of abstrac-
tions known as the “crosshatchings”
— little clusters of parallel lines ar-
ranged in all-over rhythms. Critics
had a field day interpreting the
“hatches,” and everything from
human fingers to “a prolonged cry” to
a secret code known only to Johns and
his closest friends was said to be em-
bedded in their imagery.

In the early 1980’s, Johns found
himself increasingly dissatisfied with
the smooth, seamless surfaces of his
crosshatchings, and anxious to ex-
press himself more directly. The re-
sult was some of his most forceful
paintings ever. “Racing Thoughts” of
1983, a big, horizontal canvas ren-
dered in a trompe Poeil style, depicts
a view of a bathroom cluttered with
personal mementoes — a photograph
of Leo Castelli, some pots by the
American ceramicist George Ohr
(whose work Johns collects), a Swiss
poster bearing a skull. It’s an elegiac
painting that shows the artist racing
to recapture a whole lifetime of ex-
perience, but able to retrieve little

more than faded old photographs and
other fragments of his past.

Why would Johns, who is in good

health, be moved to confront his own
mortality with such directness and
urgency? “I suppose I’ve become in-
creasingly aware of the ways things
can be cut off,” he says. “I don’t know
whether it’s the loss of friends. .
He stops, and retreats to safer
ground. “I think my early work ex-
posed me just as much as any other
bit of my work.”

Last year, Johns generated enor-
mous publicity with the unveiling at
the Castelli Gallery of four big paint-
ings collectively entitled “The Sea-
sons.” The result of nearly two years’
work, “The Seasons” delineate the
familiar theme of man’s passage
through time, from the bloom of
spring to the cold, gray deprivation of
winter. They’re dominated by the
image of the artist’s own shadow cast
life-size onto the canvas — the first
full figure Johns ever painted, his
first true self-portrait.

In each of “The Seasons,” the
shadow is shown inside a studio, sur-
rounded by cryptic images from the
artist’s past: an American flag, a
decoy duck, the Hart Crane hand.
These various motifs lend themselves
to endless interpretation, but one does-
n’t have to be a detective to recognize 4
“The Seasons” as a personal lament in
the face of old age and death. The
shadow lurking in the four paintings 5
isn’t a figure of mystery or romance. *
He’s simply a sad, faceless spook, a
gray silhouette helplessly watching as
his world decays around him.

Despite Johns’s reputation for
being “the sacred cow” of the art
world, as the writer Calvin Tomkins
once called him, the reaction to “The
Seasons” wasn’t unanimously rever-
ent. Some critics found the works con-
trived; their reviews were laced with
stinging phrases like “mere illustra-
tion” and “Currier and Ives car- b
toons.” Even the artist’s most fervid :
admirers concede that “The Seasons”

By Y W - SRR

have none of the daring originality of
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Johns’s early flags and tar-
gets. The skull, pots and other
objects gathered together in
the four paintings link them
to the old European tradition
of “melancholia” still-life, in
which a person is shown sur-
rounded by an arrangement
of possessions that evoke
life’s transience and uncer-
tainty.

“When an artist makes a
great contribution to the
course of art early in life,
people tend to “be disap-
pointed later on,” says Mark
Rosenthal, a curator of 20th-
century art at the Philadel-
phia Museum of Art who or-
ganized the current Johns
exhibition in Venice. (The
show, a survey of the artist’s
work since 1974, will be seen
in Philadelphia in the fall.)
“People look at Johns and
want to know: Is he still con-
tributing to the flow of art
history the way the flags con-
tributed? There is definitely
a problem that way for the
artist; people don’t look at
what he’s trying to do.”

One of the more common
complaints about Johns’s
work is that it’s indulgently
self-referential, featuring a
narrow range of imagery and
ideas. Like a kid with only one
box of toys, Johns is always
playing (and Johns does
play) with the same old
motifs: a flag, a flashlight, a
Savarin coffee can stuffed
full of paint brushes. Usually
after he finishes a painting,
he reworks the image in
drawings and prints, canni-
balizing his own imagery. “It
would be wonderful to leap
over certain obstacles and be
in a superior position to the
one one is in,” Johns says.
“One sees that one is, in a
sense, helplessly concerned
with one’s concerns. One has
to have the thoughts one has,
one can’t just have the
thoughts one would like to
have.”

Johns tends to work ex-
ceedingly slowly. It is not un-
usual for him to spend two
years on a single canvas, and
his total output over 30-plus
years numbers fewer than
300 paintings. But even when
his work is going smoothly,
Johns is cautious, critical,
painstaking; he manipulates
brushstrokes “like cards in a
patience game,” the critic
and painter Fairfield Porter
once wrote. Johns doesn’t
paint so much as he repaints,
building up his canvases
layer by layer in a process of
continuous self-revision.

Johns’s slowness as a paint-
er, his careful application of
pigment, his endless rework-
ing of the surface, his diffi-
culty finishing paintings — it
all hints at the sense of doubt

e

so pervasive in his work. His
flags and targets, as much as
the quivering shadow in “The
S ,”” are embl ic of
the incomplete, fragmented
nature of existence — and of
art’s inability to make us
whole. “It. seems to me,”
Johns says, “one can never
“make a comprehensive state-'

ment—Omne just continues to
do-things— this, that anc the
other—andthen it Stops.”

JOHNS’S FRIENDS IN-

variably describe him as a

private, guarded man.
How private is he? “I don’t
think I should answer that,”
replies the author Susan Son-
tag. “It’s a violation of his pri-
vacy.”

“Knowing him is a great
pleasure because you're con-
stantly in the state of a tour-
ist when you’re with him,”
says John Cage, the avant-
garde composer. “Every mo-
ment is new.” Cage’s affec-
tion for the artist is abun-
dantly evident in the several
poems he’s published in his
honor, one of which ends: “the
difficulties/you and your
work have given/i cherish
more than any others.”

Anyone who has ever spent
a few hours in Johns’s pres-
ence would have no trouble
understanding “the difficul-
ties” alluded to in Cage’s
poem. “He’s hard to get along
with,” says the collector
Ethel Scull. “If he’s in a mel-
low mood you're on easy
street, but he can be icy cold.”
Rauschenberg, who has
known Johns as long as just
about anyone, says ruefully,
“I'm not certain that he has
any close friends. He's cau-
tious and terrified of extend-
ing himself and I don’t know
how he survives.”

For all his efforts to pro-
tect his privacy, Johns is by
no means a loner. Evenings
when he’s not home watching
television (“mostly I just
switch the channels”) or in-
dulging his omnivorous taste
for literature (he reads
everything from Wittgen-
stein to dime-store mys-
teries), he can often be found
at dinner parties. He is said
to be an excellent cook who
enjoys entertaining at his
Manhattan town house and
at his island retreat on St.
Martin. “He’s very sociable,”
says "Leo Castelli, his art
dealer. “You can’t imagine
how many people he knows. I
don’t think he would go any-
where not having somebody
around who he could see
right away, if he wanted to.”

Even when he’s working,
Johns isn’t completely alone.
He is kept constant company
by his dog Whisky, a golden-

colored mutt. Johns is obvi-

I7.< . 4

ously fond of the dog, and the
only real story he volunteers
during my visit is the saga of
how he came to own her. A
decade ago, this story begins,
Johns was visited in St. Mar-
tin by Teeny Duchamp, the
widow of Marcel. “We went to
the house of these friends and
the hostess was saying she
had gotten these pups and she
was taking them the follow-
ing day to the vet to be put to
sleep. Teeny said, ‘You're not
taking them to have them
killed! I'm taking them to
Paris!’ So we put the dogs in
a champagne carton, put
Teeny on an airplane, and
sent her to Paris ... One of
the dogs mated with a King
Charles spaniel and gave
birth to Whisky and her blond
sister, Champagne. I was
visiting Paris when Whisky
was a tiny little pup and I
said, ‘Well, I would like her.’
But she was too young then to
travel. Later, she was put on
the Concorde, and I met the
airplane.”

When I noted that it
seemed peculiar to bring a
mongrel all the way from
France, Johns protested.
“Well, not with Whisky's
background! Her long hair is
from her father, the King
Charles spaniel. Teeny al-

ways called those dogs her
G in dogs b they
look like the dogs in his paint-
ings of Tahiti.”

It was getting late, and I
still needed to ask Johns
about the shadow that had
figured so prominently in
“The Seasons.” Why had he
decided after so many years
to paint his first explicit self-
portrait? And why had he de-
picted himself as a quivering
spook?

Once again, Johns paused.
“It was an easy solution to
filling a large part of the can-
vas,” he finally said, letting
loose one of his raucous
laughs.

But then the laughter
stopped, and his long face as-
sumed its usual inscrutable
expression. “I wanted some-
thing that would be literal,”
he said. “It is less literal than
I intended it to be, but never-
theless it started out as a lit-
eral tracing. I stood in the
sunlight and there was a
piece of paper on the ground

and someone drew my
shadow. I used that in the
painting.”

And so it turns out that
Johns didn’t draw the shadow
after all. A friend drew it for
him. No one but Johns could
have thought to create his
first and only genuine self-
portrait in someone else’s
hand. B
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This retrospective exhibition of paintings,.sculpture, drawings and
prints by Jasper Johns is the first comprehensive survey of his work in
over twelve years.

Jasper Johns was born in Augusta, Georgia, in 1930. He first came
to New York in 1949 after attending the University of South Carolina
at Columbia. Following military service at Fort Jackson, South
Carolina, and in Sendai, Japan, he returned to New York where he
supported himself by working in a bookstore and by designing
commercial displays.

The well known paintings of flags, targets and numbers were begun
in 1954-55, and shown in Johns' first one-man exhibition at the Leo
Castelli Gallery in 1958. The following year, Johns was included in
the Sixteen Americans exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, and

1 has since been represented in international exhibitions throughout
the world.
Retrospective exhibitions of his work were held at the Columbia

Museum of Art, South Carolina, in 1960; at the Jewish Museum, New

York, and the Whitechapel Gallery, London, in 1964; and at the

Pasadena Art Museum, California, in 1965. Large exhibitions of

drawings by Johns were organized in 1966 by the Smithsonian

Institution’s National Collection of Fine Arts, Washington, D.C., and
Cover: Jasper Johns, in 1974-75 by the Arts Council of Great Britain. In 1970 both the
Whitney Museum of American Art Poster, 1977, 44” x 30" Philadelphia Museum of Art and the Museum of Modern Art in New

©Telamon Editions, Limited, York held major print retrospectives.
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i Johns has been a director of the Foundation for
Coi’gﬁ;ig?ngseef%rrmance Arts, Inc., and since 1967 has served as
Atistic Advisor to Merce Cunningham and Dance Company. Johns
was elected to membership of the National Institute of Arts and

in 1973.
Le?:irz ;xhibition presents 201 works made between 1955 and 1976.
Several of the earliest paintings are belng'shown together fqr the first
time in many years, and almost all of Johns .scu.lpture to datg is
included. Johns’ reputation as a Qrgftsman is widely recognized. The_
selection of drawings in this exhibition illustrates the.full range of his
work in graphics and demonstrates the elegance and |nnovat_|ve
brilliance which Johns has brought to the art of I|thog_raphy since
1960, The selected 55 examples, in llthography, etchmg, silkscreen
and lead relief,not only provide an opportunity to examine Jasper
Johns' career in printmaking, but also allow the viewer to compare
his treatment of related imagery through different media.

This exhibition brings together for the first time the large-scale
paintings Johns has made since 1962, including Diver and According
To What, and later works such as Harlem Light, Untitled 1972, and
Scent.

David Whitney selected the works for the exhibition and designed
the installation. The works are arranged in chronological order with
all media combined.

Michael Crichton, the distinguished novelist and film director, is the
author of Jasper Johns, published by Harry N. Abrams, Inc. in associ-
ation with the Whitney Museum of American Art. The book includes
250 illustrations, of which 61 are in color.

This exhibition is made possible by grants from the National
Endowment for the Arts and Philip Morris Incorporated. Following the
New York showing it will be seen in Cologne, Paris, London, Tokyo
and San Francisco.

Checklist of the

Jasper Johns Exhibition
At the Whitney Museum

1. FLaG. 1955. Encaustic, oil, and
collage on fabric, 107.3 x 154 cm
(42% x 60%"). The Museum

of Modern Art, New York. Gift
of Philip Johnson in honor of
Alfred Barr

2. TARGET WITH PLASTER CASTS.
1955. Encaustic and collage on
canvas with objects, 129.5 x 111.8 cm
(51 x 44"). Collection Mr. and

Mrs. Leo Castelli

3. WHiTE FLAG. 1955. Encaustic
and collage on canvas,

198.9 x 306.7 cm (78%16 x 120%").
Collection the artist

4. FLAG ABOVE WHITE WITH
CoLLAGE. 1955. Encaustic and
collage on canvas, 57.2 x 48.9 cm
(22% x 19%"). Collection the artist

5. FIGURE 1. 1955. Encaustic and
collage on canvas, 43.8 x 34.9 cm
(17% x 133%"). Private collection,
New York

6. FIGURE 2. 1956. Encaustic and
collage on canvas, 43.2 x 35.6 cm
(17 x 14"). Private collection

7. FIGURE 5. 1955. Encaustic and
collage on canvas, 44.5 x 35.6 cm
(17% x 14"). Collection the artist

8. FIGURE 7. 1955. Encaustic and
collage on canvas, 44.5 x 35.6 cm
(17% x 14"). Collection Robert H.
Halff and Carl W. Johnson

9. GREEN TARGET. 1955. Encaustic
and collage on canvas,

152.4 x 152.4 cm (60 x 60").

The Museum of Modern Art,
New York. Richard S. Zeisler
Fund, 1958

10. TanGo. 1955. Encaustic and
collage on canvas with objects,
109.2 x 139.7 cm (43 x 55").
Private collection

11. FLAG (with 64 stars). 1955.
Pencil on paper, 21.5 x 25.7 cm
(8% x 10%"). Collection the artist

12. TARGET WiTH FOUR FACES.
1955. Pencil on paper,

21.5 x 18.4 cm (8% x 74").
Collection the artist

13. TARGET. 1955. Pencil on paper,
24.2 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7%").
Collection Mr. and Mrs. Albert
Landry, New York

14. GRAY ALPHABETS. 1956.
Encaustic and collage on canvas,
167.6 x 124.5 cm (66 x 49").
Private collection, U.S.A.

15. Canvas. 1956. Encaustic and
collage on canvas with objects,
76.2 x 63.5 cm (30 x 25").
Collection the artist

16. FLAG ON ORANGE FIELD. 1957.
Encaustic on canvas, 167.6 x 124.5
cm (66 x 49"). Museum Ludwig,
Cologne

2 Target With Plaster Casts. 1955.
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17. GraY RECTANGLES. 1957.
Encaustic on canvas,

152.4 x 152.4 cm (60 x 60").
Collection Mr. and Mrs.
Victor W. Ganz

18. DRAWER. 1957. Encaustic on
canvas with objects, 77.5 x 77.5 cm
(30% x 30%"). Brandeis University
Art Collection, Rose Art Museum.
Gevirtz-Mnuchin Purchase Fund

19. NEwsPAPER. 1957. Encaustic
and collage on canvas,

68.6 x 91.4 cm (27 x 36").
Collection Mildred S. Lee

20. THE. 1957. Encaustic on
canvas, 61 x 50.8 cm (24 x 20").
Collection Mildred and
Herbert Lee

21. Book. 1957. Encaustic with
objects, 25.4 x 33 cm (10 x 13").
Private collection, N.Y.

22. FLac. 1957. Pencil on paper,
27.6 x 38.9 cm (107% x 15%16").
Collection the artist

23. ALPHABETS. 1957. Pencil and
collage on paper, 36.9 x 26.7 cm
(14% x 10%"). Collection Robert
Rosenblum, New York

24. GRAY NUMBERS. 1958.
Encaustic and collage on canvas,
170.2 x 125.8 cm (67 x 49'%").
Collection Kimiko and John
Powers, Colorado

25. WHITE NUMBERS. 1958.
Encaustic on canvas,

170.2 x 125.8 cm (67 x 49'%4").
Museum Ludwig, Cologne

51 Painting With Two Balls. 1960

26. NUMBERS IN COLOR. 195859,
Encaustic and collage on canvas,
170.2 x 125.8 cm (67 x 4914").
Albright—-Knox Art Gallery,
Buffalo, N.Y. Gift of

Seymour H. Knox

27. TARGET. 1958. Oil and collage
on canvas, 91.4 x 91.4 cm
(36 x 36"). Collection the artist

28. THREE FLAGS. 1958. Encaustic
on canvas, 78.4 x 115.6 cm

(307 x 45'%").

Private collection

29. TENNYSON. 1958. Encaustic
and collage on canvas,

186.7 x 122.5 cm (73 % x 48'4").
Des Moines Art Center. Coffin
Fine Arts Trust Fund, 1971

30. ALLEY OoP. 1958. Oil and
collage on cardboard,

58.4 x 45.7 cm (23 x 18").
Collection Robert Rauschenberg

31. LicHT BuLB I. 1958.
Sculp-metal, 11.5 x 17.1 x 11.5 cm
(4% x 6% x 4'4"). Collection Dr.
and Mrs. Jack M. Farris

32. LicHT BuLs II. 1958.
Sculp-metal, 7.9 x 20.3 x 12.7 cm
(3% x 8 x 5"). Collection the artist

33. FLASHLIGHT . 1958,
Sculp-metal over flashlight and
wood, 13.3 x 23.2 x 9.8 cm
(5% x 9% x 378"). Private
collection, New York

34. FLAsHLIGHT II. 1958.
Papier-maché and glass,

7.6 x 22.2 x 10.2 cm (3 x 8% x.4").
Collection Robert Rauschenberg

35. FLAsHLIGHT I11. 1958. Plaster
and glass, 13.3 x 9.5 x 20.9 cm
(5% x 3% x 8%"). Collection

the artist

36. LicuT BuLs. 1958. Pencil
and graphite wash on paper,

16.5 x 22.2 cm (6% x 8%").
Private collection

37. CoaT HANGER. 1958. Crayon
on paper, 62.3 x 54.9 cm

(24% x 21%"). Collection Mr. and
Mrs. William Easton

38. Hook. 1958. Crayon on paper,
44.5 x 59 cm (17% x 23%"). Private
collection, New York

39. BROKEN TARGET. 1958. Crayon
on paper, 39.3 x 38.1 cm

(15% x 15"). Collection Mr. and
Mrs. Ben Heller

40. BLAck NUMBERs. 1958. Crayon

on paper, 77.5 x 61 cm (30% x 24").

Ohara Museum of Art, Kurashiki

56 Light Bulb. 1960.

41. TennysoN. 1958. Ink on paper,
37.8 x 25.1 cm (147% x 9%8").
Cellection the artist

2. 1959. Encaustic and

on canvas, 51.1 x 88.9 cm
i 35"). Collection Ludwig,
Aachen

43. Device CircLE. 1959. Encaustic
and coliage on canvas with objects,
101.6 x 101.6 cm (40 x 40").
Private collection

44. FALSE START. 1959. Oil on
canvas, 170.8 x 137.2 cm

(67Y% x 54"). Private collection,
New York

45. JusiLee. 1959. Oil and collage
on canvas, 152.4 x 111.8 cm

(60 x 44”). Collection David H.
Steinmetz

46. Out THE WiNDow. 1959.
Encaustic and collage on canvas,
139.7 x 101.6 cm (55 x 40").
Private collection, New York

47. SHADE. 1959. Encaustic on
canvas with objects, 132.1 x 99.1
cm (52 x 39"). Collection Ludwig,
Aachen

48. HIGHWAY. 1959. Encaustic
and collage on canvas,

190.5 x 154.9 cm (75 x 61").
Collection Mrs. Leo Castelli,
New York

49. THE CRITIC SMILES. 1959.
Sculp-metal, 4.1 x 19.7 x 3.8 cm
(1% x 7% x 1%"). Collection
the artist

50. THREE FLAGS. 1959. Pencil on
paper, 36.9 x 50.8 cm (14% x 20").
The Victoria and Albert Museum,
London

51. PAINTING wiTH Two BALLS.
1960. Encaustic and collage on
canvas with objects,

165.1 x 137.2 cm (65 x 54").
Collection the artist

52. FLAG. 1960. Sculp-metal and
collage on canvas, 31.8 x 48.3 cm
(12% x 19"). Collection Robert
Rauschenberg

53. PAINTING WITH RULER AND
“Gray.” 1960. Oil and collage on
canvas with objects, 81.3 x 81.3 cm
(32 x 32"). Collection Joseph A.
Helman

54. PAINTED BRONZE. 1960. -
Painted bronze,

14 x20.3 x 12.1 cm (5% x 8 x 43%").
Kunstmuseum Basel,

Collection Ludwig

55. PAINTED BRONZE. 1960.
Painted bronze,

34.3 x 20.3 (diameter) cm

(13% x 8 (diameter)"). Collection
the artist

56. LIGHT BuLs. 1960. Bronze,
10.8 x 15.2 x 10.2 cm (4% x 6 x 4").
One of four casts. Collection

Irving Blum

57. LicHT BuLB. 1960. Painted
bronze, 10.8 x 15.2 x 10.2 cm

(4% x 6 x 4"). One of four casts.
Unlike the other casts, this one has
been painted. Collection the artist

58. Frac. 1960. Bronze,
31.1 x 47.6 cm (12% x 18%"). One
of four casts. Collection the artist
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59. THREE FLAGs. 1960. Pencil on
paper, 28.5 x 41.9 cm

(11% x 16%"). Collection
Hannelore B. Schulhof

60. GRAY ALPHABETS. 1960. Pencil
and graphite wash on paper,

97.5 x 70.8 cm (38% x 2774").
Collection Mrs. Leo Castelli,

New York

61. Two Fracs. 1960. Pencil and
graphite wash on paper,

75 x 55.2 cm (29% x 21%").
Collection the artist

62 A. FIGURE 0 (from TEN
NumBERs). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7%2").
Collection the artist

62 B. FIGURE 1 (from TEN
NuMmBERS). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7%2").
Collection the artist

62 C. FIGURE 2 (from TEN
NuMmBERS). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7'2").
Collection the artist

62 D. FIGURE 3 (from TEN
NuMmBERs). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7'&").
Collection the artist

62 E. FIGURE 4 (from TEN
NumBERS). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7'4").
Collection the artist

62 F. FIGURE 5 (from TEN
NUMBERS). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7'4").
Collection the artist

62 G. FIGURE 6 (from TEN
NuMBERS). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7%").
Collection the artist

62 H. FIGURE 7 (from TEN
NuMBERS). 1960. Charcoal on

paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 714").
Collection the artist

62 1. FIGURE 8 (from TEN
NUMBERS). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7'4").
Collection the artist

62 J. FIGURE 9 (from TEN
NUMBERS). 1960. Charcoal on
paper, 24.1 x 19.1 cm (9% x 7%").
Collection the artist

63. DEvICE CIRCLE. 1960. Pencil on
paper, 38.1 x 36.9 cm (15 x 14%").
Collection Mr. Ronald S. Lauder

64. JusiLEE. 1960. Graphite wash
on paper, 79.7 x 63.7 cm

(313% x 25'/16"). The Museum of
Modern Art, New York. Extended
loan from the Lester and Joan
Avnet Collection

65. Out THE WINDOW. 1960.
Charcoal and pastel on paper,
87.7 x 72.4 cm (34 x 28'%").
Collection Dr. and

Mrs. Bernard Brodsky

66. PAINTING wiTH Two BALLS.
1960. Charcoal, pastel and pencil
on paper, 49.6 x 38.7 cm

(19% x 15%"). Hirshhorn Museum
Washington, D.C.

67. THERMOMETER. 1960. Charcoal
and pastel on paper,

56.5 x 41.9 cm (22% x 16%2").
Collection the artist

68. 0 THROUGH 9. 1960.
Charcoal on paper,

73.7 x 58.4 cm (29 x 23").
Collection the artist

69. TarGET. 1960. Lithograph
("5/30), 57.2 x 44.5 cm

(22Y% x 17Y%"). Published by
Universal Limited Art Editions.
Collection the artist

70. FLac L. 1960. Lithograph
(*7/23), 55.9 x 76.2 cm (22 x 30").
Published by Universal Limited
Art Editions. Collection the artist

71. CoaT HANGER 1. 1960.
Lithograph (*'/35), 91.4 x 67.9 cm
(36 x 26%"). Published by
Universal Limited Art Editions.
Collection the artist

72. 0 THROUGH 9. 1960.
Lithograph ('*/35), 76.2 x 55.9 cm
(30 x 22"). Published by Universal
Limited Art Editions. Collection
the artist

73. 0 THROUGH 9. 1961. Oil on
canvas, 137.5 x 105.1 cm

(54% x 41%"). Hirshhorn Museum
and Sculpture Garden,
Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, D.C.

74. 0 THROUGH 9. 1961. Oil on

canvas, 137.2 x 114.3 cm (54 x 45").

Collection Carter Burden,
New York

75. 0 THROUGH 9. 1961. Oil on

canvas, 137.2 x 114.3 cm (54 x 45").

Collection Mr. and Mrs. S. 1.
Newhouse, Jr.

76. 0 THROUGH 9. 1961. Oil on

canvas, 137.2 x 114.3 cm (54 x 45").

Collection Mr. and Mrs. Frank M.
Titelman, Boca Raton, Fla.

77. MaPp. 1961. Oil on canvas,
198.1 x 312.7 cm (78 x 123'4").
The Museum of Modern Art, New
York. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Robert
C. Scull, 1963

78. By THE SEA. 1961. Encaustic
and collage on canvas,

182.9 x 138.5 cm (72 x 54'4").
Private collection, New York

79. L1AR. 1961. Encaustic, pencil,
and sculp-metal on paper,
53.9x43.2cm (21% x 17").
Collection Mr. and Mrs.

Victor W. Ganz

80. IN MEMORY OF MY
FEELINGS—FRANK O'HARA. 1961.
Oil on canvas with objects,

101.6 x 152.4 cm (40 x 60").
Collection Dr. and Mrs. Eugene A.
Eisner, Scarsdale, N.Y.

81. No. 1961. Encaustic, collage,
and sculp-metal on canvas with
objects, 172.7 x 101.6 cm

(68 x 40"). Collection the artist

82. Goop TIME CHARLEY. 1961.
Encaustic on canvas with objects,
96.5 x 61 cm (38 x 24"). Collection
the artist

83. THE CriTIC SEES. 1961.
Sculp-metal over plaster with
glass, 8.2 x 15.8 x 5.4 cm
(3% x 6% x 2'4"). Private
collection, New York

84. DEvICE. 1961-62. Oil on canvas
with objects, 182.9 x 122.5 cm

(72 x 48%"). Dallas Museum of
Fine Arts. Acquired in honor of
Mrs. Eugene McDermott. Dallas
Art Museum League, Mr. and Mrs.
George V. Charlton, Mr. and Mrs.
James B. Francis, Dr. and Mrs.
Ralph Greenlee, Jr., Mr. and Mrs.
James H. W. Jacks, Mr. and Mrs.
Irvin L. Levy, Mrs. John W.
O’Boyle, Dr. Joanne Stroud

85. 4 THE NEws. 1962. Encaustic
and collage on canvas with objects,
165.1 x 127.6 cm (65 x 50%").
Private collection, New York

86. FooL's Housk. 1962. Oil on
canvas with objects, 182.9 x 91.4 cm
(72 x 36"). Collection Mr. Jean
Christophe Castelli
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87. ZoNE. 1962. Oil, encaustic, and
collage on canvas with objects,

153 x 91.5 cm (60 x 36").
Kunsthaus Zurich

88. PassaGe. 1962. Encaustic and
collage on canvas with objects,
137.2 x 101.6 cm (54 x 40").
Museum Ludwig, Cologne

89. Out THE WiNDOW NUMBER 2.
1962. Oil on canvas with objects,
182.9 x 121.9 cm (72 x 48").
Collection the artist

90. Diver. 1962. Oil on canvas with
objects, 228.6 x 431.8 cm

(90 x 170"). The Albert A. List
Family Collection

91. Stow FieLp. 1962. Oil on
canvas with objects, 182.9 x 91.4 cm
(72 x 36"). Moderna Museet,
Stockholm

92. FoLLy BEacH. 1962. Charcoal
and pastel on paper, 90.2 x 73.7 cm
(35% x 29"). Anonymous collection

89 Out The Window Number 2. 1962.

93. DISAPPEARANCE I1. 1962. Ink
on plastic, 45.7 x 45.7 cm

(18 x 18"). Collection The
Honorable and Mrs. Gilbert
Hahn, Jr.

94. STUDY FOR SKIN 1. 1962.

Charcoal on paper, 55.9 x 86,4 cm
(22 x 34"). Collection the artist

95. STUDY FOR SKIN 11, 1962.

Charcoal on Paper, 55.9 x 86.4 cm
(22 x 34"). Collection the artist

96. STUDY FOR SKIN II1. 1962.
Charcoal on paper, 55.9 x 86.4 cm
(22 x 34"). Collection the artist

97. STUDY FOR SKIN IV. 1969,
Charcoal on paper, 55.9 x 86.4 cm
(22 x 34"). Collection the artist

98. PAINTING WITH Two BaLLs I.
1962. Lithograph ('9/3),

67.3 x 52.1 cm (26% x 20%4").
Published by Universal Limited
Art Editions. Collection the artist

99. FALSE START 1. 1962.
Lithograph ('%/3s), 75.6 x 56.5 ¢m
(29% x 22)4"). Published by
Universal Limited Art Editions.
Collection the artist

100. FALSE START I1. 1962.
Lithograph (artist’s proof),

78.7 x 57.2 cm (31 x 2214").
Published by Universal Limited
Art Editions. Collection the artist

101. DEvicE. 1962. Lithograph
(¥6), 80 x 57.8 cm (31 x 22%").
Published by U rsal Limited
Art Editions. Colleciion the artist

102. 0-9. 1960-63. Ten
lithographs from the portfolio 0-9
(B/C, 1/1, H.C.), each 52.1 x 40 cm
(20% x 15%"). Published by
Universal Limited Art Editions.
Collection Mr. and Mrs. Leo
Castelli

103. LAND’s END. 1963. Oil on
canvas with objects,

170.2 x 121.9 cm (67 x 48").

San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art. Gift of Mr. and Mrs.
Harry W. Anderson

104. PERISCOPE (HART CRANE).
1963. Oil on canvas,

170.2 x 121.9 cm (67 x 48").
Collection the artist

105. MaP. 1963. Encaustic and
collage on canvas, 152.4 x 236.2 cm
(60 x 93"). Private collection

106. D1ver. 1963. Charcoal and
pastel on paper, 219.7 x 180.3 cm
(86% x 71"). Collection Mr. and
Mrs. Victor W. Ganz

107. UNTITLED. 1963. Charcoal,
collage, and paint on paper,
108 x 76.2 cm (42 x 30").
Collection Mr. and Mrs.

Victor W. Ganz

[ 108. HATTERAS. 1963. Lithograph
(*%/30), 104.7 x 75 cm
(41% x 29%"). Published by
Universal Limited Art Editions.

[ Collection the artist

109. FIeLD PAINTING. 1963-64. Oil
on canvas with objects,

182.9 x 93.3 cm (72 x 36%").
Collection the artist

110. ARrIVE/DEPART. 1963-64. Oil
on canvas, 172.7 x 130.8 cm

(68 x 51%"). Private collection,
Munich

111. WATCHMAN. 1964. Oil on
canvas with objects, 215.9 x 153 cm
(85 x 60%"). Collection Mr.
Hiroshi Teshigahara, Tokyo

112. SouveNIr. 1964. Encaustic on
canvas with objects, 73 x 53.3 cm
(28% x 21"). Collection the artist

113. Souvenir 2. 1964. Oil and
collage on canvas with objects,
73 x 53.3 cm (28% x 21").
Collection Mr. and Mrs.

Victor W. Ganz

114. AccorDING To WHAT. 1964.
Oil on canvas with objects,

223.5 x 487.7 cm (88 x 192").
Collection Edwin Janss, Thousand
Oaks, California

115. STupro. 1964. Oil on canvas
with objects, 224.8 x 369.6 cm
(88% x 145%"). Whitney Museum
of American Art. Gift of the
Friends (and purchase)

116. ALE CANs. 1964. Lithograph
(*/31), 57.2 x 44.5 cm (22% x 17%4").
Published by Universal Limited
Art Editions. Collection the artist

117. UNTITLED. 1964—65. Oil on
canvas with objects,

182.9 x 426.7 cm (72 x 168").
Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam

) Jihull

104 Periscope (Hart Crane). 1963.

118. SKIN wiTH O’HARA POEM.
1963-65. Lithograph

(artist’s proof’; k),

55.9 x 86.4 cm (22 x 34").
Published by Universal Limited
Art Editions. Collection the artist

119. HiGH ScHooL Days. 1964.
Sculp-metal over plaster with
mirror, 10.8 x 30.5 x 11.5 cm
(4% x 12 x 4%"). Collection
the artist

120. SuBwAy. 1965. Sculp-metal
over plaster and wood,

19.4 x 25.1 x 7.6 cm

(7% x 9% x 3"). Collection

the artist

121. Fracs. 1965. Oil on canvas,
182.9 x 121.9 cm (72 x 48").
Collection the artist

122. EDDINGSVILLE. 1965. Oil on
canvas with objects,

172.7 x 311.2 cm (68 x 1221%").
Museum Ludwig, Cologne

123. PinioN. 1963-66. Lithograph
('5/36), 101.6 x 71.1 cm (40 x 28").
Published by Universal Limited
Art Editions. Collection the artist

124. Two Maps 1. 1965-66.
Lithograph (**/30), 83.8 x 67.3 cm
(33 x 26%"). Published by
Universal Limited Art Editions.
Collection the artist
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125. Passack 11. 1966. Oil on
canvas with objects,

151.8 x 158.8 cm (59% x 6214").
Harry N. Abrams Family
Collection, New York

126. Stupio 2. 1966. Oil on canvas,
177.8 x 317.5 cm (70 x 125").
Collection Mr. and Mrs.

Victor W. Ganz

127. WATCHMAN. 1966. Graphite
wash, metallic powder, pencil, and
pastel on paper, 97.1 x 67.3 cm
(38Y% x 26'%"). Collection Mr. and
Mrs. Victor W. Ganz

128. HARLEM LIGHT. 1967. Oil and
collage on canvas,

198.1 x 436.9 cm (78 x 172").
Private collection

129. WATCHMAN. 1967.
Lithograph (*/40), 91.4 x 61 cm
(36 x 24"). Published by Universal
Limited Art Editions. Collection
the artist

130. TARGETS. 1967-68.
Lithograph (*/s2), 86.4 x 64.8 cm
(34 x 25%"). Published by
Universal Limited Art Editions.
Collection the artist

131. IsT ETCHINGS. 1967-68. Six
etchings from the portfolio 1sT
ETCHINGS (¥/z26), each

63.5 x 50.8 cm (25 x 20").
Published by Universal Limited
Art Editions. Whitney Museum of
American Art. Gift of Mr. and Mrs.
Stanley L. Helfgott

145 Decoy. 1971.

132. ScREEN PIECE. 1967. Oil on
canvas, 182.9 x 127 ¢cm (72 x 507).
Private collection

133. ScreEN PIECE 2. 1968. Oil on
canvas, 182.9 x 127 ¢cm (72 x 50").
Collection Mr. and Mrs. Victor W.
Ganz

134. WaLL Piece. 1968. Oil and
collage on canvas, 182.9 x 280 ¢m
(72 x 110%"). Collection the artist

135. EviaN. 1968. Graphite,
gouache, and pastel on paper,

76.2 x 53.9 cm (30 x 21'4"). Private
collection

136 A. FIGURE 0. 1969. Lithograph
("/40), 96.5 x 78.7 ¢m (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

136 B. FIGURE 1. 1969. Lithograph
(*/40),96.5 x 78.7 cm (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

136 C. FIGURE 2. 1969. Lithograph
("/40), 96.5 x 78.7 cm (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

136 D. FiGurE 3. 1969. Lithograph
("/40), 96.5 x 78.7 cm (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

136 E. FIGURE 4. 1969. Lithograph
(Y/40), 96.5 x 78.7 cm (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

136 F. FIGURE 5. 1969. Lithograph
("/40),96.5 x 78.7 cm (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

136 G. FIGURE 6. 1969. Lithograph
(*40), 96.5 x 78.7 cm (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

136 H. Ficure 7. 1969. Lithograph
("/40),96.5 x 78.7 cm (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

136 I. Ficure 8. 1969. Lithograph
("/10),96.5 x 78.7 cm (38 x 31").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

. Lithograph
136 J. FIGURE 9. 1969. Lit i
(‘/4o)J, 96.5 x 78.7 c'm.(38 s Sk
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

187. WALL PIECE. 1969. l;’encil.d
raphite, pastel, watercolor, an

folll:ge on paper, 69.9 x 101.6.cm

(27% x 40). Collection the artist

138. WALL PIECE. 1969. Ink on
plastic, 68.6 x 94 cm (27 x 37").
Collection Mr. and Mrs.

Victor W. Ganz

189. ZonE. 1969. Graphite, chalk,
and gouache on paper, -

83.2 x 44 cm (32% x 17°/16").
Collection the artist

140. HiGH ScHOOL. DAYS. 1969.
Lead relief with mirror (*/s0),
58.4 x 43.2 cm (23 x 17"). Edition
of 60. Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

141. BReAD. 1969. Lead relief with
paper and paint (**/60),

58.4 x 43.2¢m (23 x 17")
Published by Gemini G.E.IL..
Whitney Museum of American
Art. Gift of Howard and Jean
Lipman Foundation, Inc.

142. THE CrITIC SMILES. 1969.
Lead relief with gold and tin (*¥/s0),
58.4x43.2cm (23 x 17").
Published by Gemini G.E.L..
Whitney Museum of American
Art. Gift of Howard and Jean
Lipman Foundation, Inc.

143. ENGLISH LIGHT BULB.
1968-70. Sculp-metal, wire, and
polyvinyl chloride; dimensions
variable—length of base 12.4 ¢m
(4%"). Collection Mark Lancaster

144. Voice 2. 1971. Oil and collage
on canvas, three panels, each
182.9 x 127 cm (72 x 50").

- Kunstmuseum Basel

l1§5. DEecoy. 1971. Oil on canvas
with object, 182.9 x 127 ¢m

(7_2 X 50"). Collection Mr. and Mrs.
Victor W. Ganz

146. Decoy I1. 1971-73.
Lithograph (*/31), 104.1 x 73.7 cny
(41 x 29"). Published by Universal
Limited Art Editions. Collection
the artist

147. UNTITLED. 1972. OIl,
encaustic, and collage on canvas
with objects, 182.9 x 487.7 cnr
(72 x 192"). Museum Ludwig,
Cologne

148. Two FraGs.1973. Oil and
encaustic on canvas,

145.9 x 176.7 cm (577/16 x 69%/16").
Collection Jacques Koerfer,
Switzerland

149. UNTITLED. 1973. Oil and
pencil on paper, 104.7 x 75 cm
(41% x 29'%"). Private collection

150. SkIN 1. 1973. Charcoal on
paper, 64.8 x 102.2 cm
(25% x 40%"). Collection the artist

151. SkiN I1. 1973.
Charcoal on paper,
64.8 x 102.2 cm (25% x 40'%4").
Collection the artist

152. SceNT. 1973-74. Oil and
encaustic on canvas,

182.9 x 320.6 cm (72 x 1264").
Collection Ludwig, Aachen

153. TARGET. 1974. Encaustic and
collage on canvas, 155.5 x 135.5 cm
(61% x 53%"). The Seibu Museum
of Art, Tokyo

154 A. FAce. 1974.

Lithograph (*/4s), 78.1 x 57.8 cm
(30% x 22%"). Published by
Gemini G.E.L. Collection the artist

148 Two Flags. 1973
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154 B. HANDFOOTSOCKFLOOR.
1974. Lithograph (*/4s),

78.1 x 57.8 cm (30% x 22%").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

154 C. ButTocks. 1974.
Lithograph (*/4s), 78.1 x 57.8 cm
(30% x 22%"). Published by
Gemini G.E.L. Collection the artist

154 D. Torso. 1974. Lithograph
(%/s0), 78.1 x 57.8 cm (30% x 22%").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

154 E. Feet. 1974. Lithograph
(%/47), 78.1 x 57.8 cm (30% x 22%").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

154 F. LEG. 1974. Lithograph
(*/s0), 78.1 x 57.8 cm (30% x 22%").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

154 G. KNEE. 1974. Lithograph
(*/47),78.1 x 57.8 cm (30% x 22%").
Published by Gemini G.E.L.
Collection the artist

155. CORPSE AND MIRROR. 1974.
Oil, encaustic, and collage on
canvas, 127 x 173 cm (50 x 684").
Collection Mr. and Mrs.

Victor W. Ganz

156. CORPSE AND MIRROR I1.
1974-75. Oil on canvas with
painted frame, 146.4 x 191.1 cm
(57% x 75%"). Collection the artist

157. Corpske. 1974-75. Ink,
Paintstik, and pastel on paper,
108 x 72.4 cm (42% x 2814").
Collection the artist

158. UNTITLED. 1974-75.
Watercolor and Paintstik on paper.
62.9 x 51.4 cm (24% x 20%").
Collection Janie C. Lee

B

159. THE DutcH Wives. 1975.
Encaustic and collage on canvas,
131.4 x 180.3 cm (51% x 7i1),
Collection the artist

160. THE BARBER'S TREE. 1975.
Encaustic and collage on canvas,
87 x 137.8 cm (34Y% x 54%4").
Collection Ludwig, Aachen

12

161. WEEPING WOMEN. 1975.
Encaustic and collage on canvas,
127 x 259.7 cm (50 x 102%").
Private collection, New York
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155 Corpse And Mirror. 1974.

162. Four PANELS FROM UNTITLED
(1972). 1975. Lithograph (A/D,
B/D, C/D, D/D; each /20), four
panels, each 104.1 x 81.3 cm

(41 x 32"). Published by Gemini
G.E.L. Collection the artist

163. SceNT. 1975-76. Lithograph,
linocut, and woodcut (*/42),

79.3 x 119.4 cm (31% x 477).
Published by Universal Limited
Art Editions. Collection the artist

164. CORPSE AND MIRROR. 1976.
Silkscreen (¥/ss), 109.2 x 135.2 cm
(43 x 53%"). Published by Simca
Print Artists, Inc. Collection

the artist

165. END PAPER. 1976. Oil on
canvas, 152.4 x 176.6 cm
(60 x 69%"). Private collection

The poster and catalogue for this exhibition are available at the Whitney
Museum of American Art, 945 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10021.
Poster $20.00 plus $2.50 postage. Catalogue $12.50 plus 75 cents postage;
hard cover book $28.50 plus $1.50 postage.

This brochure is printed on Kashmir Dull #100 paper stock made by
Plainwell Paper Co., Inc., a division of Philip Morris Industrial.
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TARGET
JASPER
JOHNS

JOHN YAU

Jasper Johns, Painted Bronze, 1960, painted bronze, 13% x 8” diame-
ter. Collection of the artist.

Who is Jasper Johns? The first artist to transform the
banal overlooked objects and national symbols of
the American psyche into private icons? A reticent
autodidact who slew the Goliath of Abstract Expres-
sionism? A Clark Kent who deflected the course of
Modernism? An art-world star whose reserved work
will forever elude certain critics? An artists’ artist? A
neodadaist? The most intellectual painter America
has ever produced? A hermetic researcher of permu-
tations? A magician able to unlock the spell embed-
ded in commonplace objects? The unwitting father
of Pop artand Minimalism? An extension of the self-
trained native genius in the tradition of Hart Crane and
George Ohr? Daedalus patiently constructing a laby-
rinth down whose paths we can wander, but whose
center we will never find?

The closest Johns comes to answering these ques-
tions is in sketchbook notes. Here he discloses two
deeply and symbiotically entwined personifications
—the “spy” and the “watchman’

The watchman falls “into” the “trap” of looking. The “spy”
is a different person. “Looking” is and is not “eating” and
“being eaten.’ (Cézanne?—each object reflecting the other.)
That is, there is continuity of some sort among the watch-
man, the space, the objects The spy must be ready to
“move,’ must be aware of his entrances and exits. The
watchman leaves his job & takes away no information.
The spy must remember and must remember himself and
his remembenng. The spy designs himself to be over-
looked. The watchman “serves” as a warning. Will the spy
and the watchman ever meet? Ina painting named Spy, will
he be present? The spy stations himself to observe the
watchman. If the spy is a foreign object, why is the eye not
irritated? Is he invisible? When the spy irritates, we try to
remove him. “Not spying, just looking”—Watchman.!
This is not an artist’s description of universal goals,
or of the desire to reach an exalted state. It is the rec-
ord of'a man so self-conscious, so aware of the impli-
cations of his own thought, that he will assert openly
only the barest semblance of the hidden identities
within him, which are themselves forever divided.
Johns' entire career has been about leaving possibili-
ties open, about making complete statements and
summations that are incomplete and fragmentary. It
hasbeen about the dynamic between withholding as
much information as possible, and seeing as a form
of preservation. It has been about covering the fis-
sures. The spy and watchman are forces engaged in
endless opposition, and in endless reflection of one
another. This is Johns' vision of what it means to be
an artist. His reluctance to explain, confess, describe,
or theorize goes against the behavioral drift of con-
temporary artists. His refusal to be a source of
answers for the questions directed toward his art, his
reluctance to say what he's doing or to fulfill the
intentional fallacy by telling critics what he means to
do, has left him alone and us confused.

Johns is the sell-conscious embodiment of Nar-
cissus; he gazes longingly into the pool, but sees no

whole, beautiful reflection, only the [ragments of a
life. This absence—this refusal to believe his sell can
!)C discovered in nature or in the medium of paint—
is finally what separates Johns not only from the
Abstract Exprcssmnists, but from the route of Ro-

80

manticized selfhood and eternal values that the
Modernist epoch took, despite Marcel Duchamp's
contrary radical discoveries. Johns knows that con-
nections are conditional and temporary, that identi-
ties change or erode, that lacunae separate him not
only from the world but from himself. He knows that
nothing is what it appears to be, that the self is made
up of false presences. But however much he doubts,
Johns' urgent need is to make something out of all
this; he is an artist in love with his materials, and
with what they can and cannot say.

Johns is someone for whom the phrase “look
before you leap” is particularly ironic in its applica-
bility, because he has already fallen into the well of
himself. Transfixed as he is by the absence of a whole
reflection, he finds it necessary to break down his
perceptions into the smallest integral units of ges-
ture, color, image, mark, and the formal means used
to transfer them from one realm to another. Every-
thing must be precisely defined before it can be
used. In formal terms, both Johns' need to start a
painting with the composition already predeter-
mined and his preference for working within a
deliberately limited range of color are what set him
apart from his Abstract Expressionist forebears
Gestural painting is a Dionysian enterprise; in such
painting, composition is intuitive and arises out of
the process. The painter seeks to make thought and
action embrace in a transcendent dance of ecstasy
and doom. Johns, on the other hand, considers and
reconsiders every option. He is the warden of a stu-
dio, spying on the movements of its only guard

Throughout his career, Johns has returned to a
handful of motfs: flags; maps; targets; the Savarin
can; the Ballantine ale cans; the Modernist triad of
red,yellow, and blue; skulls; crosshatching, and frag-
ments of the human anatomy. His development can
be seen as starting with the presentation of one of
these signs, often returned to in subtly different ver-
sions, and sometimes repeated in the same painting.
The later work, starting around 1972, can be charac-
terized as a move toward more and more complex
juxtapositions, which not only encourage continu-
ous reading of disparate parts, but also assemble,
analyze, and broaden the artist’s initial attitudes.
Common to all these motifs is the disquieting way
they connect to either the viewer or each other, or to
both. Rather than allowing us the familiar pleasure of
looking at a painting, Johns straitjackets us, too, in a
state of self-consciousness. Is this a flag? An image of
a flag? Is it a painting or an object? Abstract or
representational?

Many years ago Johns offered another rare clue to
these questions: the single remark, “things which are
seen and not looked at? He was seemingly talking
about his choice of subject matter, but this was an
autobiographical admission. Choosing a subject that
was both as public and as invisible as the American
lag to lavish his attention on was not merely an act
of youthful arrogance. Rather, it was a necessary act
of independence from prevailing Abstract Expres-
sionist modes, and a canny way simultaneously to
represent his feelings of anonymity—by isolating an
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emblem of Everyman—and to assert his citizenship
in a world that had not noticed him yet.

In Johns’ early work, from the period 1955 to
1960, the viewer is confronted by emblematic
embodiments of self-laceration, extreme isolation,
vulnerability, inertia, and frustration. However, any
speculative reading of the work is difficult because of
Johns’ choices of formal devices and approaches that
implode these complex psychological states, their
fragments becoming absorbed in the encaustic or
sculp-metal. In this airless realm, the viewer must
become a creator of meanings. Yet attempts to pene-
trate the barrier separating one from the intro-
spective states implicit in Johns' work are almost
immediately deflected by the artist’s ability to select
banal motifs from the public realm The clinical
thoroughness with which he explores these motifs
has an immediate confounding effect on the viewer,
who is unsure whether to turn the attention on the
motif’s origins, on the way it has been transformed,
or on the interior state it protects.

A severely circumscribed application of trompe
l'oeil was one of the first devices that allowed Johns
to investigate his experience of the world while pro-
tecting himself from the viewers confusion with
subject and author. At various points throughout his
career, Johns has carried on an intensely personal
conversation with John E Peto, the 19th-century
American artist of trompe l'oeil views. Johns uses this
received language to shape and assert, criticize and
deny. He went so far as to stencil the signature “Peto
Johns” along the bottom of his painting 4 The News,
1962. Although this connection has been mentioned
by a number of critics, Johns’ liberation of this minor
compositional device has taken a back seat to the
critical discussion of his response to Modernist for-
mal issues.

The focus of Johns' dialogue with Peto is the lat-
ter's painting The Cup We All Race 4, ca. 1900. Rather
than glorifying America’s 19th-century materialism
and its habirt of collecting bric-a-brac, as William
Harnett did, in this painting Peto applied his illu-
sionistic approach to a battered, melancholy object,
a dented tin drinking cup hanging from a hook. The
background that the illusionistic hook has been
driven into might be the interior of a flattened-out
wooden box; it could also be the painted-over back
ofan old stretcher. The boards; the punning title that
looks as if it's been gouged in the wood: the nails: the
tacks holding the remaining torn edges of a postcard
that appears to have been ripped from the lathe: the
brass plate on which the artist's name has been
“engraved”—everything is depicted with a painterly
verisimilitude that is meant to trick the viewer into
thinking that what is seen is an actual group of
objects rather than a representation. Beyond its
trickster quality, the painting embodies an intense,
prolonged gaze at a narrowly defined world.

Johns did more than simply respond to the way
Peto employed an illusionistic approach. He under-
stood immediately that Peto's “tricking the eye”
method is coextensive with the way we fool our-
selves when looking at paintings. The work fuses the

Jasper Johns, Target with Plaster C

asts, 1955, encaustic and collage on canvas with objects, 51 x 44 x 3'%"
Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Leo Castelli.
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Jasper Johns, Racing Thoughts, 198

John F.
" F. Peto, The Cup We All Race 4, ca. 1900, o ¢ Jasper Johns, Ventriloquist, 1983, e
= x 2 Collection of the Fi A

ts Museum of San
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litetal with the metaphorical, and its presentation
of object as image and image as object suggested
to Johns a way past his Joseph Cornell-inspired
work.? Johns goes further than Peto, of course. He
not only isolates his motif from all familiar contexts,
but he also eliminates all references to surrounding
space. By joining image and object, thingness and its
absence, Johns dramatizes the conditional relation-
ship between context and identity.

Implied in Peto’s choice of subject matter is the
conviction that what we race for—fame, love, money
—is an illusion. Instead of glorifying the race, Peto

uses trompe Loeil to trick us into reaching for some- *

thing we can never grasp. Though reticent with their
information, both Peto and Johns convey their rela-
tionship to the world by infusing their work with an
awareness of being stifled, frustrated, and cut off.
Our self-conscious experience of their work reenacts
their self-conscious experience of the world. They
are able to convey subliminal discomfort because of
their hypersensitivity to the pathos embedded in a
common object.

Having used the flags and targets to investigate,
among other things, the highly charged relationship
between painting and sculpture, surface and object,
Johns turns his attention to the difference between
an object and its representation. In Painted Bronze,
1960—the Savarin can filled with paintbrushes—he
dramatizes the difference by making a bronze replica
and painting it in a way that corresponds to the
actual object. The result is a trompe l'oeil sculpture,
a descendant of Peto's drinking cup. Because it has
been removed from the functional realm, the Savarin
can exists as a sarcophagus. Certainly there is some-
thing inescapably haunting about a painted sculpture
in which brushes—the tools of Johns' trade—have
been permanently ‘encased” The artist not only
attacks the myths of painting and of artist-as-magician,
but also conveys his immense doubt about the capa-
bility of art to transport us from our daily lives to a
place that is more exalted, sublime, and healing.

With the Savarin can, frustrated desire and a
sense of inadequacy are objectified and given their
place. There is no attempt to deny this doubt and
alienation; Painted Bronze is a whisper of anguish.
Johns made the piece after his first, now famous solo
exhibition in New York. The fact that he had been
catapulted from obscurity to fame did little to
assuage his self-doubts. If anything, public attention
became another obstacle for the spy and the watch-
man. It had to be deflected or transformed, as in the
self-accusing titles of paintings such as Good Time
Charley, 1961, and 4 The News.

Johns goes from periods of ruthless investigation,
in which one thing leads swiftly to another, to long
stretches of restlessness and reevaluation, and back
again. The heated investigatory periods seem to
depend on a sudden glimpse contained in a dream,
something he notices while sitting in a theater in San
Francisco, or sees while driving on his way to the air-
port. He has, for example, hinted at why he chose the
Savarin can as a subject: “I think what interested me
was the coffee can used to hold turpentine for brushes

; 7%414'4 S

_the idea of one thing mixed with another, . 4

Johns work has lpcorpgrated a wide range of
images, as well as 5[)’1‘23(_‘1i ascf:mt marks and mun-
dane objects. He has ma € fPlul'es and paintings,
and initiated a h)’bnd fo"{l of the two, There have
always been allusions © ecl)lnardo da Vinci, Peto,
pablo Picasso, Jackson Pollock, Paul Cézanne,
Willem de Kooning, Edvard Munch, and Duchamp,
among others. Johns bel\t?Ve? Ihe_ formal structure
underlying Cézanne’s pAntings is crucial to his
investigation. His analysis of these works leads him
to formulate that there must bea “continuity of some
sort among the watchman, the space, the objects’’
This provides him with another possible way of
exploring the act of “seeing and not looking” It
implies that it is possible to evolve a composition in
which each depicted object is not only capable of
holding its own perspective within a nonhierarchi-
cal composition, but willalso mirror the others, thus
establishing a continuum. Johns is responding to
Cézanne's legacy, but he is also suggesting that this
legacy does not necessarily lead to nonobjective
abstraction. In fact, he is proving that the Symbolist
and Impressionist aspects of Cézannes work have
not been fully exhausted. His response to the fact of
“things seen and not looked at” has been to evolve a
wide range of resonant symbols and formal motifs,
such as crosshatching, in which similarly colored,
abraded parallel lines are employed as stylized units
of facture to articulate the surface. Throughout the
’70s Johns used this motif to orchestrate various per-
ceptual systems in which the overall composition is
made up of equal and distinct parts. The viewer in
turn is confronted by a continuum in which pre-
determined ruptures adding up toan intricately inte-
grated field are the paintings raison d’etre.

Derived from the standard vocabulary of etching,
the crosshatch motif is a descendant of Cézanne's
small juxtaposed brush-strokes of vivid color. The
difference is that Johns' unit is an abstract presence:
it alludes rather than describes. Johns uses these
units to confront the viewer with a highly unified yet
completely fragmented visya] field which explores
perceptual systems, figural presences, and psycho-
logical locations. The allusions to the figure, as in The
Dutch Wives, 1975, Weeping Women, 1975, and the
“Tantric Detail” series, 1980-8] , are as much about
absence as about presence T}'w two Between the
Clock and the Bed paintings i981 and 1983, allude to
both psychological locatio;ls and figural presences,
and also to a late painting b Munch, Self Portrait
Between the Clock and the Bed 1940-42. Beyond the
title, what links Johns’ Pﬂint‘in s 10 Munch's is the
patterned bedspread, which is recalled by the cross-
hatch motif, Munch’s grim self 1 raisal depicts the
artist standing between tywq S_fr?]fols of mortality, 2
faceless grandfather clock and a bed. Backlighting
the artist is a yellow sunlit wa|] with rough images of
earlier works. Johns, aware the ) ablish a forng
connection with Munch's rai.. .: d with Munc
as his psychic stand-lns\f(?&?(;l%%a; Jeave himself
vulnerable to the work's tr bject matter,

enchant SU2)==
makes sure that we can Neither fal “int his paint-

at to est
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ings, nor discover the spy behind his guise of style,
sign, or juxtaposition. Unlike Munch's painting,
Johns' contain no figure, only a formal structuring
device in which the light emanating from certain
areas in the paint suggests a ghostly stick presence.

Throughout the *70s Johns was preoccupied with
the possibility of infusing a figural presence into an
abstract perceptual system. The “Corpse and Mirror”
paintings, 1974-84, for example, can be read as a
hall of mirrors in which no figure is present, but, like.
Painted Bronze, they can also be seen as a corpse of
painting Not only do the two sides of these diptych
compositions mirror each other in increasingly
complex ways, but the outline of the bottom of the
Savarin can, which is traced on one side of several of
them, suggests that the works be read as tables on
which Johns has simultaneously assembled and dis-
sected a perceptual system. The absent paintbrushes
are the scalpels Johns has used to peel away the crust
of appearances in order to reveal the corpse. The
painting is an autopsy.

Johns began his latest phase of inquiry in the early
’80s. The paintings synthesize Munch, Peto, and
Cézanne, Johns' earlier motifs and new ones. In
returning to his interest in Peto, and in choosing to
recontextualize some of his earliest motifs, Johns
appears to have come full circle. But he hasn't; Johns
circles around things, never back to them. His career
can be described as an unpredictable series of slow
orbits around his absence of an absolute identity.
Instead of suddenly switching his orientation or les-
sening the breadth of his ambition, he has found 2
way perpetually to sever his images from their social
and art-historical usages, making them, as he did the
flag, into something personal, complex, and particu-
lar. The primary method he uses to dislodge his
icons is that of placing them in a new context of reso-
nant relationships. Both where they are placed in the
painting and what they mirror in other sections of it
determine, in part, their new identity as specific
motifs within Johns’ resonant lexicon.

In Perilous Night, 1982, the two versions of Racing
Thoughts, 1983 and 1984, Ventriloquist, 1983, and the
various untitled paintings from 1982 through 1985,
Johns introduces emblematic aspects of the watch-
man and spy, while structuring his compositions
according to Cézanne—‘each object reflecting the
other” In order to fulfill the moves first announced in
his sketchbook notes, Johns, with his obsessive pa-
tience, has had to discover a whole array of new
motifs, among them a black, white, and gray jigsaw
puzzle portrait of the young Leo Castelli; a Barnett
Newman etching; a Swiss road sign; references to
Matthias Grinewald's Resurrection, 1510-15, and to a
wood engraving of a whale, by Barry Moser, that
appeared in the Arion and University of California
Press editions of Herman Melville's Moby Dick; a
poster of the Mona Lisa; a vase commemorating the
25th wedding anniversary of Queen Elizabeth and
Prince Philip, and Ohr's pots. What are we to make
of this sudden barrage of images from a painter
known to rework a single motif for as long as a
decade? And what do they tell us about Johns—or,
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perhaps more precisely, what has this willful, reti-
cent artist decided to tell us about himself?

In Perilous Night the watchman is visible and the
spy has left behind an inventory of his considera-
tions. Although the title is derived from a piano com-
position by John Cage, it also refers to a passage in
“The Star-Spangled Banner” Johns is wondering
what will happen to motifs of his such as the Ameri-
can flag now that he is making a significant change in
his approach. By contextualizing his flag motif in a
shallow trompe l'oeil space, as he does in Ventrilo-
quist, he knows he is draining away much of its ear-
lier power: He is also appearing to be anecdotal. All of
this is the result of his admitting into his composi-
tional procedure a possibility that he had so far
rigorously denied throughout his career—a fictive
space. Not only do the objects depicted in Perilous
Night and Racing Thoughts, say, mirror each other, but
the space they inhabit mirrors the world. No wonder
this and other recent paintings are full of warnings.

On the left side of the Perilous Night diptych the
outline of Grunewald’s soldiers is coextensive with
the black ground. They represent the watchman
fallen “into” the paint, the trap of looking. When they
wake up, they will take no information away. Implicit
in this motif is Johns’ distrust of fictive space and of
the pleasures of painting. On the diptych's right side
are a series of considerations of both the past and
future. Three sculptural fragments of a boy’s arm
hang along the top of the painting, like shed skins.
The stumps are capped by red, yellow; and blue, in
their Modernist order, and are attached to the paint-
ing by hook-and-eye fastenings. There is also a strip
of wood lath tilting away from the picture plane; a
reference to Between the Clock and the Bed, painted in
the mirroring manner of “Corpse and Mirror”; a col-
laged piece of a page from the Cage composition, and
a small painted version, in gray, of Grinewald’s sol-
diers. Along the bottom of the right side are trompe
l'oeil gray-and-black wooden planks—with a few
drips of red, yellow, and blue paint—on which a
trompe l'oeil handkerchief has illusionistically been
nailed, recalling Peto’s tin cup. All this is lovingly ren-
dered. The spy is the critical force behind the right
side: he is considering the effects of naturalistic
representation and has decided, as with Johns’ ear-
lier response to Peto's trompe loeil, to employ it in a
severely circumscribed manner. Instead of becoming
a representational or realist painter, Johns, mining
both conceptual attitude and painterly response, has
found a way to have his abstract realm absorb seem-
ingly representational images.

Johns has been circling the spy and watchman
since the mid '60s. Now he represents them in sym-
biotic images through which he reveals his complex
attitudes toward the identity of the artist and the pur-
pose of painting. In doing so, he goes even farther
than he did in his earlier work, which addressed the
identity of a painting, but was never open about the
forces behind it. Instead of covering a canvas with,
say, orderly rows of encaustic numerals embedded in
an encaustic ground, Johns now deploys symbols
that mirror the fragmented aspects of his interior life.

The suspenseful conditions for the meeting of the
spy and the watchman are setup in the diptych Rac-
ing Thoughts. In contrast to Corpse and Mirror II,
1974~75, the painting can be described as a hall of
mirrors in which a multitude of reflections appear,
each of them emblematic of some glimpse into
Johns' own identity that he has let us have over the
years. (Characteristically, the artist himself does not
make a personal appearance.) If we were able to con-
nect the severed phrases of the Swiss road sign that
are located at the left and right edges, the painting
would become a cylinder, Meanwhile, the title has
been arranged along the top of the right side in such
away that were the letters connected to make the title
legible, this panel too would become a cylinder. A
circle within a circle has been opened up; the
divided selves that have hidden for so long behind
the public disguises of such motifs as the flag and the
maps are revealed

The Swiss sign in Racing Thoughts serves as a
warning: translated into English, the French and
German phrases mean “beware of falling ice” A jig-
saw puzzle-like portrait of Castelli and an abstract
reference to corduroy pants have been placed on top
of the crosshatching on the left side, which has
imploded the outlines of Grunewald’s soldiers so
that they are no longer as distinguishable as they
were in Perilous Night; the superimposed images rep-
resent Johns' public persona, and the watchman.
The Mona Lisa is present through a trompe loeil
image of the poster of her on the right side; she is the
spy, Leonardo and Duchamp in disguise, and also
the ultimate enigmatic image of someone we can
never know. The commemorative vase at the right,
which plays tricks with positive and negative space,
is an irritant—a spy—which in its optical trickery can
never meld into a whole image, only into the alter-
nating profiles its outline suggests. (The quest for the
cup is false.) The orange, green, and black American
flags in Ventriloquist offeranother aspect of the spy as
irritant. These colors will reveal their optical oppo-
sites (red, white, and blue) as an afterimage if looked
at long enough. In Ventriloquist the commemorative
vase is again located at the bottom of the painting.
On the left side the outline of a whale has been
embedded into the pattern; on top of this image
Johns depicts more illusionistic pots and cups. They
are like bumps on the whale for a phrenologist to
read, but these bumps of information cannot be
translated, and their meaning will remain hidden.
The whale is the watchman.

These are just some of the fragments of Johns’ dis-
closures to be found in his recent work concerning
the identity of the artist as split between spy and
watchman, Tired of gazing into the pool, he has
plunged into it, shattering its surface, But beware of
the trap of equating looking with knowing In a new
series of drawings that sketch out paintings currently
in progress, and in an etching that serves as the fron-
tispiece for a recently published edition of Wallace
Stevens' poetry (Arion Press), a shadowy, featureless
full-length figure looms—another blank being
Another psychic stand-in for Johns?[]
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Jasper Johns, Untitled, 1985, etching, 9% x 6%" Frontispiece for
Wallace Stevens, Poems, sel d and with an i by Helen

Vendler, San Francisco: Arion Press, 1985.

Jasper Johns, The Critic Smiles, 1959, sculp-metal, 1% Xx 7% x 1%"
Collection of the artist.

John Yau contributes [requently to Artforum

Quoted in Michael Crichton, Jasper Johns, New York: Harry N. Abrams/Whitney
Museum ol American Art, 1977, p. 51

Crichton, p. 28

3 See Max Kozloff,Jasper Johns, New York: Harry N Abrams, 1969, p. 15 This reference
is cited (n Crichton, p 27

Crichton, p. 43
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Rachel Rosenthal (Moody) - dinvu 6/2/78

Bprn in Paris (1926), of Russianyrarents. Her father was the pearl
king of France, well-to-do. They fled to the US when the war broke
out. The father re-established himself here.in cultured pear®s, and
they lived in a large apartment on Central {Kark West/

After the war Rachel went back to Paris to study theater with the Jean-
Louis Barrault troupe, and while there she saw Merce Cunningham perform.
Merce and John were there briefly - Merce had just left Martha Graham,
Rachel had seen him once in NY, in a solo recital with Cage, and had been
crazy about him. In Paris he taught some master classes at a school

she was attending (Marianne Preger was also in the class).

Rachel came .back to NY and started to study with Merce. She went back
and forth between Pariis and NY for some time, but continued to study |
with Merce in NY. One time, John said there's this youngpainter, who s
a genius, and introduced her to Bob., They became friends immediately.
She was also on close terms with Remy Charlip, who had been Lou Harrison's
lover and was just breaking away. Also Lippold and Ray John®on, and
Sari Dienes - they all hung around together. Rauschenperg was back

from his Italian-Nprth African sojourn, and was showing his fetiches at
the Stable., Rachel bought one of them, the wooden box with nails driven
into it and a stone that made sounds striking the nails when you tgrned
the box.

Bob was with Cy Twombly .at the time they met. "I hit it o f with Bob
very well, I really enjoyed talking with higm/ He had such a crazy,
brilldant, mercurial mind. I .was just amazed by his work. I had real
feelings of envy about @mt, as though this was what I ought to be doing.

"Then, in 1954, Jasper came from South Carolina. He was working at
the Marboro .book store on 57th Street. He was very youn;, 22 or so.
That year it became obvious that Bob was getting very interested in
Jap. We d1d all kinds pf thi ngs together -- meetings in John's studio
or in Sari's large studio in arnegle Hall, trips to the country to
visit kk Fance Stevenson and her hushamd...

"I knew Jap as one of the hangers-on, and I knew he was gay. Then

one night at Sari's, he started to come on with me, really heavy. We
started a relationship aftef that. I was a féw years older, and I
fell in love with him. It was skizmas obvious he was trying to get
away from Bob, who was making a big play for him, waiting for him
outside the Marboro every night and things like that, That summer (54)
what happened was that Jap and Sari and I decided to get lofts down-
town. Almost nobody had tkem then, except for Bob =-- Cy had a small
apartment in the thirties, I think. So we spent that summer looking
for lofts, and found an incredible brick building on Pearl Street. It
had been condemned by the City. It had only two lofts, and I'm sorry
to say that Jap and I cut Sari out and took those two. I had the top
floor, Jap had the onebelow. I think the address was 125 Pearl Street
-- it disn't there any more, There were four or maybe five floors,
and a huge old pulley to pull stuff in and out of the windows of the
printers on the secondnfloor, and holes in the floors for the ropes

to go through., The rent was something like $#50 a month for mine. I
spent some money and put in a tub and hot water,

"Bob's loft on Fulton was just a block away. He was just emergiggy
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No furniture in their lofts - just a wooden platform used for
sleeping, eating, sitting. Bob.and Jap used to come up to Rachel's
to take baths. .

Fance Stevenson was a potter and a poet. She was married to an
architect or engineer, who was very good-naturedly going along
with what was clearly not his scene at all. Fance developed into
a Lesbian, and had a thing for Rachel. Thek built, themselves,

a fantastic house in the country somewhere up the Hudson, and

very very hospitable about having everyone come and stay/ They

Had a lot of cots with sheepskins to sleep on. You swam in thei#
pond, ate and drank very well, had a good time. M,C. Richards

was also part of the group. Eventually Fance divorced her husband
and went to live in Paris.

Parties at Rachel's parents -- They knew a lot of Russians - the
children of one of Boris Chaliapin's marriages, Jennie Tourel and
thru her Leonard Bernstein, others in the music world. They used

to love to give Russian parties with lots of food, singing and dancing.
Rachel would invite her gang, and the mix turned out to be very
pleasant. Merce would dance Russian dances. Jdap was so broje

that her father gave him one of his overcoats. Rachel had her mother
buy one of Jap's early things, a green collage painting, for about
$40 - one of the few not destroyed. They had a duplex on Central
Park South (where Jap and Rachel had their intense fling while her
parents were away one summer).

Cage - a tremendous amount of cross-pollenization going on. Johu
had this gonderful quality of unmitigated passion for somebody's
work - he almost treated the other like a guru/ And he had total
admiration for Bob.

Bob was very shrewd about his career. He thought very carefully

about where he should go after Ega the Stable. "I saw him at Egan's,
talking people into the paintings. He knew how to sell himself like
nobody I ever knew - he would always sound so sophisticated and ab-
struse, yet people were really taken by him. I never had a feelin.:
that he may have had dubts about his work. There was just never any
question of that. To watch him work was incredible -- those long
fingers of his, like a divine ape. His decisiveness - it was as tho

he were hypnotizing the canvas with those penetrating eyes., He'd

have all these za open cans of paint around, and he'd take his time, and
then when he was ready he'd be so definite and decisive and precise.
When he'd talk about his work, it had conviction and strength and total
involvement. He d use difficult words, not trying to make it easy for
you; he would always speak as though you understood what he was saying.
He was such a master of theater! He really knew how to €reate a show,
he was flamboyant, and yet not at all like the abstract expressionists.
He could do it in a cool way. I saw him open people's eyes to his work
with words I knew they didh't understand!

Bob never read -- only the comics sometimes. . Jap read all the time --
poetry, philosophy, literature, all the latest vanguard authors. He
also wrote a lot of poetry, very obscure and e.e.culimings.
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Rachel Rosenthal - 3

"It was almost a year later that Jap began really to work. Meanwime
he'd done a lot of collages that showed the print, and with elements
that had been shredded -- he'd been working at that a long time. Then
one day he destroyed everything, all the old work. He would sit for
hours, and just think about his work. It seemed as if his whole new
conception was created kn his mind -- it was not a work process. As
soon as he got a handle on his esthetic he destroyed everything.

"Righty after thaf he started to work with encaustic. He had a big book
from Marboro's on artist's techniques, and he got it out of that., It
was as though the whole thing were already created in his head before
he did it. He was just beginning to work on targets and flags.

"My father died at this point, out in California. I was very pissed
afterward because Jap used Fance's Raze mouth for the Target With

Four Faces -- otherwise he would have used mine (Jap hdd done a preliminary
casting of Rachel's, which she has). When I returned to New York,
everything just seemed to be there in his work. Then I had to move
out here, and I got a job teaching at the Pasadena Playhouse. I knew
Bob was going to take over my place. They shipped out a lot of my
stuff, and we continued to write to each other until time and distance
did it. Then, much later, when I had to sell a lot of stuff for
financial reasons, Bob got pissed with me, or so I assume. Every time
Jap came out here we'd see each other, we've remained good friends.
But Bob! I went once to see Yvonne Rainer dance here, and Bob was

in the audience, and he snubbed me sompletely.

Letters from Bob and Jap to Rachel

RR: "Our ideas are beginning to meet the insipid needs of the
business that our shame has forced us to assume the name of Matson
Jones - Custom Display...

RR (re a Rauschenberg painting for a Cage concert at Town Hall):
"If finances will allow it will be flooded (the painting) with a
six-foot water fall, changing lights ahd beaucoup de coulér,"

RR: "I was to be in Newsweek today under 'first new direction

in painting' with pictures and a big spread, but as usual at last
minute the abundance of world affairs squeezed me out. I say as
usual because show in Rome article for Time magazine was scratched
because of death of Stalin, then something far less herdic about
white paintings for Life and now Newsweek,..'"

Jap, re Rockland Concert: "I liked the new dance very much in part.
There were some exquisite things going on sometimes. But I chose

to be offended by a certain winner-looser big/strong/man -- little/
weak/man/pick/her/ip/and/carry/her/off kind of activity or inter-
ference. There were also some group formations or stage pictures

that looked like photographs of Balanchine dances (I've never seen

a Balanchine dance, I think) which were distracting and contradict

that three-or-four-is-a-b-g-crowd look that Merce does so beautifully."
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Rachel Rosenthal (cswt)

then from his red paintings into the combines, and the excitement of
seeing what was happening there was just fantastic.

"Jap was an artist but he didn't yet consider himseIf a serious artist.
He had hardly any time to paint, and had been living in a tiny apartment.
What he'd been doing wam were collages that he would totally paint over
in enamelpy paint. Also a lot of drawings. So when he moved into the
loft, he felt he was going to open up and really work/ Our sexual
relationship had ended some time before this -- it only lasted a month

or so. Bob at that time wa$ earning his living making window displays.
He talked Jap into quitting his job ‘and going in with him on the displays.
At first Jap was very apprehensive/ But the two of them started to go
around to stores. Bob did the talking, and he could always talk anybody
into anything, so they got plenty of jobs. For every job, they would

use Jap's loft to work in -- Bob's was for serious worke I rememher

them doing blueprints, and things made of very fine balso wood with gauze
stretched over forms, and a gold leaf series -- and each time some of
that would spill over into Bob's se-ious work (Rachel has a rough

wooden box zhkekzimsk in which a delicate balsa-and-gauze box just

fits precisely, a gift from Bob).

WEvery now and then Bob's ex-wife and son would show up, and there would
be some emotional problems there -- he never cut them off.

"Thiis all happened in the summer of 1954, And that winter, Bob had his
red show at the Egan. I rememher one of the paintings, he'd liked the
look of the floor where his paint had dripped, so he cut out a section
of floor and attached it to the bottom of the canvas, brought it up
into the picture %% this was the 'first time his work had shgarted to

e xtend out into the spafe around it.

"Bob was such a dandy then., He wore neat button-down shirts, and often
a suit and a narrow tie. He lovedto dress up, in olive drab and kahki
and those colors he liked. He and I had this really weird relationship.
I was crazy about Jap, but Bob and I often ganged up on Jap, teasing
him, Jap was had such a quality of jeune fille -- he was shy, and
coquettish, a real flirt, and he had such a delightful and appealing
personality; his looks were extraordinary -- he had skin like moon-
stone, almost trahsparent, and silky platinum hair, and huge blue eyes
with long lashes. He was very private, secretive, All those men had

a very camp-type sensibility, they introduced me to the joys of apprec-
iating bad things, old Monroe movies like Niagara. The time had a really
strange, unreal quality for me. I was very attracted to Bob as this
rexpRzkEyx incredible genius. He was seductive, but at the same time
he was very shrewd and he knew just how to play on your weak points.

I tried to buy one of his pieces for less money than he was asking; he
decided I could afford to pay the full price (he was right, too), so

he wrote me a letter that was so manipulative and so shrewd that I just
fell apart, I wrote back saying I'd even buy it from the gallery and
pay extra.,.. He knew how to use people. He's a very emotional, hot
person, as hot as Jap is cool. I was just being tossed between them.

I was doing sculpture at the time -- the first time I showed was with
Jasper in a group show at the Tanager (he showed his piece with the toy
piano; I did a big black sculpture coated witi tar). In those days I
used to work all night, with my cats, at my sculpture and cry because

I couldn't have Jap. Oh, and Cy and I did a lot of crying on each

1
other s shoulder... He was very distraught. He'd walk me home some night,

;;g then I'd have to walk him back to his place, and then he'd walk me
X back. He'd come b:
; ack from the army and was suddenly there on the

S
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scene., He was already full into his scribbles. Bob was very
supportive of his work., But we were both getting all kinds of
mixed sxgraks messgges. There was lots of murkiness and games
being played. Actually it was kind of god-awful.

(Rachel came back from Paris in January 1954; moved into Pearl
Street loft summér of 1954; her father died in the summer of
1955, so it was just a year and a half in all).

Bob on ab-ex: '"Bob was always making fun of the old guys, and
treating them very wavalierly. A lot of wit and irony at the
expense of almost everybody. I never heard him say anything

bad ‘about Albers. But Kline and deKooning and all the others.
His tone of voice was very mocking. He ﬁad no idols, he just knew
hi® own work was superior,

Photography - Bob took a lot of pix of the Theater de Lys season.
He was still very interested in photography. He never cleaned
his negatives, explaining that he liked the dirt-specks, and the
little hairs and other stuff that got on them.
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7 artists gathered for a dinner celebrati
4 “"fyheJasperJohns;d:awlngs xhibitjos
— ich o Sunday, there.

‘ere many
ured about their

‘Casteli fookedd up, He wastol the
ce. And his knees dropped—yes, they

Christie’s auc|
And his voice, 1
€I, was on the
any painting there were 12

collectors and dealers and

-star drama series

; .a'ﬁoutt;;'?rry and wary Philadelphia law-
t Yer completes its limited run tonight

With an affecting episode called “Sanctu.

. 20" at 10 on Channe] 4. ’
© The series, which NBC may put on

- the fall schedule it announces a. week.

fmm today, has been a pocket of quality

in network prime time. Like “Twin
< Peaks,” it marks a welcome foray into
vision Land for an established film-

—in' this cage, John Sayles, who
ﬁ‘eateg the character and serves as a

A AT

Sayles isn'tkslu‘r'nr‘rﬁhg any more than
yid Lynch is. He's helping in the effort
oring flm-quality work to TV, -

i il Lo JeTRa R lar computer game: in America is added. E
“d:"":y Executive Producer Stan s (b e o e o called 'Teenage Mutant Ninja Tur-  Ben
b mnmn £  The Bushes with President Ben Al last night.  tles." Don't worry about the transla-
¢ ; 2 ? L evine . Y
T T e e P G B S pla Y SR Ot e LW ha = orleF~aoes 1S Worit

eople might normally throng
| ﬁs }I:alls, ’51e Met drew 26,000.
| Some small consolation,
| however, was telt by pros who
: make the art route on a
1 regular weekly, ba.sis._ “On a
I clear day at the galleries nov{:
you can even see the art,
', reported one.
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Mum'’s the word for Jasper
Johns, the critic Harold Ro-
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tonight—about an ho
million.”

Brown cleverly had 'éuﬁuacmd the

for—but in this crowd of NGA as he spoke)
See PARTY, F10, Col 4

*“Mus Jon!t'neeqf' (3
lla‘lau‘mul fallery Director J, Caax;ter ‘
‘Brown sai inopming)nis-rq rks after
SR ng by. H ding;*lﬂon‘t,ﬁ@;m's nyone left
I e R ... atthis dinner tonight w} 0 doesn’t know
s?"Doﬁe, beo,"lt's done,” said Kramar- that Werner

sold a van Gogh
ur ago—for 575

tion house commission,
unlike ’s earli-
edge of thrill. (After all,
van Goghs sitting in the
“Apparently it's going

The Presidential Mirrors.

Bush, Reﬂecting on the Similaxiti% at the Dinner

When

towork.

president

games on the flat picture
plane. He dangles from it
items used in doing the work
paint-clogged brushegse,
ty paint cans, a spon
37:ﬁ’oigpwith such other real
objects as a half-chair with a
cast of half a female leg.
(Why bother to render them
on a flat surface? Here they
are in 3-D, he seems to say.)
Contrariwise, sometimes he

-
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Waslington Post Sl Writers

they are two of a kind.

Both are into physical fitness, -
3 grandparenting and working the
crowds, as well as putting their aides -

“You keep track of your cabinet ing to in
personally with a home computer,”
President Bush

Ben Ali,at the White House dinner
honoring him fast night, “Your home  for another of the Hollywood stars at
computer is called an Apple. Mine is the dj s “Dynasty’s” Linda Evans,
who was chatting with both presi-
1 Bush quoted Ben
Alias saying, “ ‘She’s very famous in
Sia and more peaple know. who

a is than President Bush,’ He
story, Mr. President, the most popu-  didi't say what that meant,” Busls.
Evans Jater Jaughed about

called John Sununu.”

He continued, “In this country,
the combination of grandchildren
and computer games has produced
~ some unexpected results. IU's a true

3 g, vr.unm-m—m POST :
Architect Philip Johinson, left, greets Jasper Jobns last night, O i Y

for Tunisia’s Ben Ali
By Donnie Radcliffe | tion—it doesn:'t makg any sense in.
and Barbara Feinman English either, e

it comes to world leaders,

guests.

Asked by a reporter if he Was go-
sult anyone, Rickles re-
. Sponded with a big grin, T can't af~
3 The president could get
Zne Abidine - Mmoody and I could end up in Tunis”
That wouldn't be such a bad fate

told the visiting  ford it,
of Tunista,

deats, Afte

she

toward an idea. Once estab-
lished, it can be discarded. I
was concerned with the in-
visibility those images had
acquired, and the idea of
knowing an image rather than
Jjust seeing it out of the cor-
ner of your eye. I wanted to
make the flags and targets
very concrete, to see them as
objects. I hopeu in the end no
one could discard my work,

- While maybe
David Letterman show,
dent seemed quite comfortable last
night in the role of comic relief,
More so, perhaps, than comedian
Don Rickles, one of the president’s

not ready for ther

Tward,

enl Ali's assertion that if she came
S DINNER, ¥4, 0ol 1

the presi

identificatio;
faney

' ‘agent ghanced at it and asked, “Do you h
4 ]
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IMNUUALULES Uadle &8™8 Vi e
:i IBM. Galleries; on Feb. 2
a Mary Cassatt show of 45
paintings, selected by N.C.F.{L
consultant Adelyn Breeskin
opens at Knoedler. . . . Ne}v
York artist Ad Reinhardt will
be artist-in-residence at the
‘Washington Gallery of Mod-
ern Art, mid-January through
mid-February, by way_qt a
grant from the American
Federation of Art.
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‘Fitand robust, Johns 60 yesterday,
although the National Gallery, at Johns's re-

quest, made no mention of the occasion as it

celebratede the exhibition’s opening with

inner filled with friends and art world lumi-
1t - leb: rthd: I‘ln

a

to do with his birthday
time dealer, Leo Cast

- deadpan images—flags and targets and let-
ters. Then inv‘:["lu_e Seasons' he became quite g

it advancing age
uld a serious fall

tin's ‘which broke hi

I wn mortality?
“He’s more communical lately, nolhi}’\
says his long-
It’s just that, as

maries, “I never my:
sorry it ever entered anyol

ing the cous
~ “Tdore

5 ber being 6, and having a par-
-ty in my grandfather’s garden, behind the

house,” recalls Johns, who rarely speaks of
. his childhood. “After the cake and things, we
all went to the movies,” where children un-
der 6 were admitted free. “For the first time,
T'got to pay,” he says, sticking out his chin in

nyone's mind,” says
Johns, filling two proper china cups and set-
-ting down at a round kitchen table overlook-

mock-childish pride. “Lots of guests
“couldn’t.”

Y Born in Augusta, Ga., young Johns was
sent, after his parents divorced, to live with
1. Johns, a South Carolina
farmer, and his wife, who had the unusual

his grandfather,

first name of Montez.

*I remember my grandfather used to talk
about how wonderful the corn looked, or the

cotton, and I couldn't tell what he was talk-

ing about: They were only that tall,”

says

Johns, marking off two itiches of air with his
thumb and forefinger. “They looked all the

same to me.”

become more personal and Aautobiographical
“Of course it’s about me,” he says,
that question has not been asked,

. Childhood memories, in fact, seem to be
much with Johns these days, though he
keeps boxing with the fact that his art has

though,
“But it’s

Tot a storyabont me, for heaven’s sake!”

was still in progress.
than a wall, upon which hangs a chil

‘A new painting hanging in his studio sug-
gests otherwise, Titled “Montez Singing,” it
18 a surprisingly space work, so spare, in fact,
that one might assume, incorrectly, that it
depicts little more
g dlike
drawing of a sailboat, set against a diagram-
matic sunset that seems to throb with sound.

his own shadow.

uncommunicative, and didn’t want to have
interviews,” adds Castelli. “If he's not as
much talked about as some others, it's his
own doing. Ten years ago, he refused to
have a profile in the New Yorker. He Just
didn’t want to talk about himself.”

in the case of the National Gallery show, has
allowed—albeit with reservations—limited
exposure beyond the art press, Yesterday, at
a press breakfast and preview of the exhibi-
tion, the artist made an appearance but no
one was surprised when gallery Director J,
Carter Brown said that Johns had chosen not
to make a statement. When he answered one
question about his interest in potter George
Ohr, the 50 or so reporters sat in stunned si-
lence and not another question was asked,

to live with a schoolmistress aunt, where he
remained until his final years in high school,
when he moved again, this time to the home
of his mother and stepfather, two half sisters
and a half brother in Sumter, S.C. Johns
maintains contact with ks siblings, as well as
his mother, now 84, who lives in Edisto

But considering his childhood odyssey, it
“Was not surprising to learn the history of
Johns's rather disreputable-looking black-
and-white collie mutt. “She’s a dog from the
pound,” he explained.

Bina or Binah—I don’t know which. There’s
a folk song,” he said, and recited it in sing-
song:
_Carolina,
along.’ That’s where I got the name.”

g even a drawing of

“He has been, for yar% and years, very

Johns has clearly mellowed since then, and ~ 91€

After his grandfather’s death, Johns went

pan.

age

ch, S.C: disp

John
who

“Her name,” said Johns, “js spelled either
can

“‘My name is JoBinah, from South
and I'm selfin” kindlin® wood to get
and

else, frankly. T think that
tant. But I'm not sure th:

tle town in South Carolina. -
“And iU's true! It’s true for all artists that
they have to be somewhere other than in a
little town in South Carolina!” He breaks up
with laughter at finding himself with a point
50 craftily made, then returns to seriousness,
“They can’t function there. They require a
society as part of it. It requires an exchange
of ideas, and information about other art and
other people and an opportunity to interact.”
Johns took off for New York after only
three semesters at the University of South
Carolina, and worked odd'jobs until he was
drafted into the Army
War, during which he spent six months in Ja-

Upon his return to New York in 1952, at
en

he met Robert Rauschenberg, five years his
senior, and began collaborating on window

thereafter, Johns met avant-garde

The rest is recounted in every history
book on mid-century American art. Johns,
prompted by a dream of painting an Ameri

something entirely different from abstract
expressionism, began painting flags,
and numerals which, both for their freshness

tures, and
relatives. Th
crane standi

-says softly. But
hing—art of some
't," he says, “till 1

an a_rffst was m

 Johns is, in fact, the Jargest !
‘ta the “National Gallery show. And he has
‘long been
‘museums, which couldn’t

to buy his

gie lénder H

a generous lender to other major

ones: 2 windowsill-full ?o{t'

XY g
afford

ing
Was very impor-
that's true, be-

Johns has also loaned four of the seven
major paintings now on view in the room de-
voted entirely to his work in

the National

~ Gallery East Building. The National Gallery

fascination, that
would be someyhere other than in a lit-

As

ring the Korean WO

22, he was working in a hook

owns no- painting by Johns, and the first
drawing entered its collection yesterday—a
gift from Leo Castelli, o’ -
Johns has wisely held back many of his
works over the years, hoping to form what
he calls “a comprehensive picture, a good in-
dication of my work.”

with his collection is a subject of much dis-
cussion in museums around the world,
“I have a plan,” says Johns, “but it could
chaoge. The art world could change,”

“Of course he has a plan,” says Castelli,
“but who knows what it 15? Maybe they will
£0 to the National Gallery. Who knows? That
uld be my 5 ¢
“But I certainly-wouldn’t ask him,” he add-
ed hastily. “That would bextotally indiscreet.”

Friends and Influences

a result, what Johns will ultimately' do

naughty objects by Mar cel
?‘IL mind for Johns; large

dray

ing bathers by Eric Fischi hangs 1
a “Fish” lamp by architect F:
small painting 6f the head of a man
Lucien Freud hangs nearby.
_Oddly, there is very Tittle of Johns
‘work around apart from
“Map"” drawing or sculpted
is, h lusci

guess,

Wwhe

lays at Bonwit's and Tiffany's. Soon

Castelli first met Johns during a visit to
the studio of Robert Rauschenberg, who
lived downstairs from Johns. The two artists.
shared a refrij

Cage and dancer Merce Cunningham,
became lifelong friends.

flag, as well as by a desire to invent
targets

intense. painterly sensuality, swiftly at~

Sk

Would Castelli have found him if Rausch-
enberg hadn’t needed ice, and made the in-
troduction after Castelli remembered being
bowled over by one of Johns’s “Target”
paintings he’d seen somewhere? “I don’t '
know. I
wonderful aspect of ‘charm and fate and sur-
prise, doesn't it? I simply don’t know.”

His sudden success, says Johns, “had to do. 19
with the time: coincidences, timing, changes

don'’t know,” says Johns. “It has a

bee:

original
W

own. series.

ons of that.”

Johns had a sh
do, but hasn’t done: “T'd like
says, but he apparently hates doing i

“I've seen very little of the worl ays
Johns, who had been to Italy only once when
he went to the 1988 Biennal
n to Venice before.
~ There, he di t

pick up his grand prize—the
Lion," which had to be sent. A: if. :
it, Jobns hadn't the slightest idea, but sum-
moned his studio assistant, and a few min-
utes later he set the gilded object out on
ble in the courtyard.

) , one X
“Usuyuki” (which means light 1i
ing by the kitchen window. “It is the one, the
I one, the first,” says Johns
“All the ‘others

ort list of things
4. 1

ven stay
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on 2 day when some 50-60,000
people might normally throng
its kalls, the Met drew 26,000.
consolation,
however, was telt by pros who
make the art route on a
regular weekly, basis. “On a
clear day at the galleries now,
you can even see the art,”

Some small

, reported one.
ART'S ARTIST

Mum's the word for Jasper
Johns, the critic Harold Ro-

have” Johns plays other
games on the flat picture
plane. He dangles from it
items used in doing the work
paint-clogged brushes,
empty paint cans, a sponge
—along with such other real
objects as a half-chair with a
cast of half a female leg.
(Why bother to render them
on a flat surface? Here they
are in 3-D, he seems to say.)
Contrariwise, sometimes he
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what one does is work
toward an idea. Once estab-
lished, it can be discarded. I
was concerned with the in-
visibility those images had
acquired, and the idea of
knowing an image rather than
just seeing it out of the cor-
ner of your eye. I wanted to
make the flags and targets
very concrete, to see them as
objects. I hoped in the end no
one could discard my work,

of miniatures Jan. 17-¥eb. 14
at IBM Galleries; on Feb. 2
a Mary Cassatt show of 45
paintings, selected by N.C.F.f&.
consultant Adelyn Breeskin
opens at Knoedler. . . . New
York artist Ad Reinhardt will
be artist-in-residence at the
Washington Gallery of Mod-
ern Art, mid-January through
mid-February, by way of a
grant from the American
Federation of Art.
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" 'No Busmess lee No Busmess News

By GRACE GLUECK

(44 IC transit, ‘sicker busi-
3 ness,” gloomed a 57th
St. art dealer last
week, reporting a 7-
day attendance figure of 42
. at his gallery. 'Of the city's
dealers, the 57th St. group
seemed hardest hit by the
strike, Art-trotters stayed
away in droves from the
choked crosstown artery. The
new Dwan Gallery at 29
West 57th, fresh from L. A.,
reports that its floor last
Saturday — normally the
busiest gallery. day — “was
like 2 desert.” So does Tibor
de Nagy, in the same build-
ing. Openings were bleak af-
fairs. Only a handful showed
up for op artist Victor Vas-
arely’s bash the first week
of the strike, noted the 57th
Street establishment. of Sid-
ney Janis. -
Upper Madison Avenue was
a slightly different story.
Parke-Bernet, the 76th Street
auction house, reports it was

jammed at its exhibition and
sale last Saturday and had
no complaints at all about
weekday business. The nearby
Graham Gallery had an “ab-
solute wingding” of a Sat-
urday. The Lefebre Gallery,
on 77th Street, said that its
paying customers were com-
ing—and so were a slew of
people who'd been let out
early from work. But then,
as one dealer pointed out, the
Upper East Side galleries are
neighborhood affairs, within
easy walking distance of
their “solvant-garde” clien-
tele.

Museum attendance plum-
meted. The Museum of Mod-
ern Art, which normally draws
2-3,000 visitors on a week-

day, was averaging 600. Most

I of its departments were open

“on a piecemeal basis,” a
spokesman reported, “depend-
ing on the number of guards
who show up.” For the dur-
ation, the museum was clos-
ing at 5, an hour early. The
Guggenheim Museum, at S9th
‘and Fifth, said its attendance
was off by 1/3. But it was
running on full schedule. And
at 82nd and Fifth, the good
gray Metropolitan was also
keeping faith. Average week-
day attendance at the Met,
normally 7-9,000, dropped to
1,300-2,500. Last Saturday,
on a day when some 50-60,000
people might normally throng
its kalls, the Met drew 26,000.

Some small consolation,
however, was telt by pros who
make the art route on a
regular weekly, basis. “On a
clear day at the galleries now,
you can even see the art,”
reported one.

ART'S ARTIST

Mum’s the word for Jasper
Johns, the critic Harold Ro-

‘””7 L
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The New York Times (Sam Falk)

Jasper Johns
Art’s William S. Hart

senberg has suggested, com-
paring him with William S.
Hart, “the deadpan sheriff of
the silent Westerns.” (Until
he smiles, pardner.)

Johns' new, outsize paint-
ings at the Leo Castelli Gal-
lery are deadpan, too. By way
of visual puns, shifts in di-
mension (2-D to 3-D and
back) and seeming slips of
the brush, they comment ob-
liquely on the process of
making art.

“A. lot of the things in my
paintings are involved with
measurement,” Johns said the
other day. That was obvious
(once he'd pointed it out).
The paintings bear spoons,
rulers, color charts, either at-
tached to the canvas or
painted on — finite gauges
set against “the immeasura-
bility that art is supposed to
have.,” Johns plays other
games on the flat picture
plane. He dangles from it
items used in doing the work
paint-clogged brushes,
empty paint cans, a sponge
—along with such other real
objects as a half-chair with a
cast of half a female leg.
(Why bother to render them
on a flat surface? Here they
are in 3-D, he seems to say.),
Contrariwise, sometimes he

i

hinges objects to the canvas,
then duplicates them in paint.

““According to What,” for
example, a wide painting that
fills one wall, has a vertical
crevasse, Down it ramble
brightly painted, stick-up let-
ters made of cast aluminum
that spell out colors. Some of
them are bent, though their
flat replicas on canvas aren’t.

“I couldn’t bend them my-
self,” says Johns, “so I had
to send them to a metal
worker, to have them broken,
then filled in. I'm a real liar.”

Johns has more or less
abandoned the early images
—flags, targets and numbers
— that caused a stir when
they were first exhibited in
1958 (although a recent “op”
flag painting appears in the
Whitney Museum’s current
annual survey). “A lot of
what one does is work
toward an idea. Once estab-
lished, it can be discarded. I
was concerned with the in-
visibility those images had
acquired, and the idea of
knowing an image rather than
Jjust seeing it out of the cor-
ner of your eye. I wanted to
make the flags and targets
very concrete, to see them as
objects. I hopea in the end no
one could discard my work,

%@A«T\w
h b

as the eye discards a real
flag because it has seen it
so often.”

At the tender age of 36,
Johns has already weathered
three summit-type shows (all
in 1964)—at the Venice Bien-
nale, New York's Jewish
‘Museum, and London's White-
chapel Gallery. Wasn't it un-
settling to be that big a win-
ner early on in one's career?
Johns says “it's neither de-
pressing nor elating. At first
I thought it might be instruc-
tive to see all my paintings
together — but actually they
just looked like a lot of old
paintings.”” Cool, cool.

HIGH FLYER

What? Who? A running
nude on Madison Avenue?
Yes—on a banner far above
the madding crowd. Affixed
to the facade of the Graham
Gallery, it will advertise the
forthcoming show (opening
Feb. 1) of Sherman Drexler,

- New York painter who paints

nudes, and not much else.

Mr. Drexler designed the
banner for his show from one
of his paintings. His wife,
Rosalyn Drexler, playwright,
novelist, artist, and model for
her husband, made a collage
paste-up of it for the flag fac-
tory’s guidance. Graham is
seeing the project through,
handling delicate negotiations
with the factory foreman,
who speaks with diffidence of
anatomical problems he has
encountered in executing the
‘banner.

The flag, white figure on
red ground, is said to be the
first such (outdoor) attraction
on staid Mad Avenue. It will
soon fly, reports Graham.

COLLAGE )
David Hockney,"

Britain’s
hottest pop star, will soon
take up permanent U.S. resi-
dence, reports The London

Sunday Times. “I used to
think London was exciting.
But compared with San
Francisco or New York it's
nothing,” says Hockney. “I
feel more lively there. So I
work better” . . . Is Wash-
ington’s Smithsonian Institu-
tion creeping up on New
York? Its National Collec-
tion of Fine Arts will show
selections from its collection
of miniatures Jan. 17-Feb. 12
at IBM Galleries; on Feb, 2
a Mary Cassatt show of 45
paintings, selected by N.C.F.A.
consultant Adelyn Breeskin
opens at Knoedler. . . . New
York artist Ad Reinhardt will
be artist-in-residence at the
Washington Gallery of Mod-
ern Art, mid-January through
mid-February, by way of a
grant from the American
Federation of Art.
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Pictures at an Inhibition

asper Johns, considered by many peo-

ple the greatest artist at work in Amer-
ica, has been in the public eye for not
quite 20 years. It seems longer. No art ca-
reer pupated more quickly. Johns ap-
peared in 1958 at the Leo Castelli Gal-
lery, a reclusive young Southerner from
Augusta, Ga., who had been surviving in
virtual isolation in Manhattan since 1952.
With his paintings of targets and of the
American flag, he landed on point, in the
spot, at centerstage: the Museum of Mod-
ern Art bought three paintings from that
first show, an unheard-of gesture to an un-
known painter, and the acquisitive fren-
zy and the search for bankable geniuses
that would characterize the American art
world in the ’60s began in earnest.

From that moment, Johns’ work,
slowly done and irregularly seen, served
as a still, enigmatic center to the turmoil
it had helped provoke. In Johns, the *50s
artist—imagined as “hot,” expressive and
tragic—was displaced by the didactic
painter-hero of the ’60s; a man of distanc-
es, margins and blocks, detachedly ren-
dering the nuances of am-
biguity through the most
commonplace objects. But
his work has not been seen
whole. Now it can be: last
week a retrospective of 201
paintings, drawings, multi-
ples and prints by Jas-
per Johns opened at New
York’s Whitney Museum.
Curator David Whitney, a
former assistant to Johns,
put the retrospective to-
gether; the West Coast sci-
ence-fiction writer Michael
Crichton (The Andromeda
Strain) supplied a catalogue
text. It is, of course, a fas-
cinating show; but the
painter who rises from it is
not the Leonardesque ge-

Jasper Johns’ New York retrospective

HLNWYN SNYH

White Flag, 1955: the pale-skinned classic of the avant-garde

thetically, as a unified design, its use is

lost; it stops being a sign and becomes an
image. We do not “know” it so clearly.

In Target with Plaster Casts, 1955, the
target’s five rings present themselves as
painting alone: an even, edible, lovely skin
of wax encaustic, no part of it more vi-
sually “important” than the next. The
idea of putting a bullet through it becomes
absurd. What is there to aim at? A sign,
which can only be stared at, becomes a
painterly image, which must be scanned.
But the reverse transformation happens
to the plaster casts of parts of the human
body in their boxes above the target:
anonymous, dipped in paint, they are like
fossils or—more exactly—words, denot-
ing “ear,” “hand” or “penis.” Two sys-
tems are locked in paradox: for paradox
is Johns’ method of seeing clearly.

So with the maps, whose descriptive
use is abolished by the storms and flur-
ries of brush marks, and with the letter-
ing, when the word RED turns out to be
rendered in blue or yellow paint. Such
works do more to force the viewer to think
about representation and what it entails
than almost any painting since cubism.
Johns’ art has had episodes of deadpan
comedy; Painting with Two Balls, 1960,
is among other things a hilariously literal
satire on the much-vaunted machismo of

.. abstract expressionism. But
his art’s main strength lay
in the subtlety of its linguis-
tic disputes, embodied as
they were in memorable,
iconic images.

Yet there have not been
very many of these images.
Lithography enabled Johns
to run scores of variations
on his standard themes.
And since by the mid-'60s
it was assumed that he
was incapable of triviality
—having become, so to
speak, a myth of dandy-
ism: the intelligent person’s
Andy Warhol—this string
of refusals and paradoxes
inherited the mantle of his
strategic mentor, Marcel

nius we have all been con-
ditioned to expect.

Between 1955 and ’61, Jasper Johns
invented most of his principal motifs: the
targets, the stenciled words and numbers,
the rulers, the fragments of human anat-
omy, the American map, the American
flag. No period in his later work would
equal this one for vitality and daring. A
work like White Flag, 1955, has lost the
aura of scandal that clung to it when it
was first seen. Instead it has moved into
the company of, say, Pollock’s Lavender
Mist as one of the classics of American
modernism: a work of such authority, in-
telligence and opulent technical skill that
one can hardly believe its pale, dense en-
caustic skin was made by a 25-year-old.

“Using the design of the American
flag,” Johns once remarked, “took care
of a great deal for me because I didn’t
have to design it. So I went on to similar
things like targets—things the mind al-
ready knows. That gave me room to work
on other levels.” The most complex of
these levels—and Johns’ work on it con-
stitutes a great part of his historical im-
portance—was exploring differences be-
tween knowing and seeing. A target is a
sign. Anyone who has shot on a range
knows that looking at a target is an ex-
treme case of hierarchical perception
—score 10 for the bull’s-eye, 9 for the
inner, and so on. Once a target is seen aes-

The game is knowing, the level is seeing, the means is painting.

Duchamp. He was the art-
ist-critic par excellence. As
a result, Johns remains the most intim-
idating artist alive today.

His tour de main, a proven success, is
to make his viewers feel dumb, usually
dumber than they really are. This is partly
—but only partly—due to the mass of ex-
egesis that has piled up around his work
over the past dozen years. As a living co-
nundrum through the ’60s, as the one non-
formalist artist whose mastery of painted
surface was so self-evident that formalist
criticism could not dispose of him by its
usual methods, Johns became the focus
of a critical debate so intense in its nar-
cissism that it managed to pre-empt most
visual reactions to what is, among other

l
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things, a particularly knotty kind of con-
ceptual art.

The fundamental writing on Johns
was done by Critics Barbara Rose and
Max Kozloff. After them, was there much
left to say? Plainly not, if one is to judge
from Michael Crichton’s catalogue.
Meanwhile Johns (unlike Robert Rau-
schenberg, who cared less about such mat-
ters) proved to be a brilliant curator of his
own icputation. A standard posture to-
ward his work emerged. One went to it
like Oedipus to the Sphinx. Ask it the
wrong question and it would bite one’s
beak off. Almost any question was the
wrong question. This is the most inspired
snow job any American artist has ever
pulled on his public. Perhaps no paintings
in the history of modernism have been so
protected by their obliqueness as Johns’. ;
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And so one finds in Johns’ work two
characters interrogating the eye: the
Good Cop and the Bad Cop. The Good
Cop is a seducer. Not a great colorist, but
a tonal painter without peer, he makes
the most beautiful surfaces in America:
glaze to paste to crust, never a false step
or an unintentionally gauche touch. He
is no kind of formal draftsman, but his
ability to soothe the eye with exquisite
scribbles, with clumps and fields of ac-
cumulated line, is breathtaking. He can-
not make a banal mark with the crayon,
partly because his drawing is not descrip-
tive. And as a printmaker, he is the su-
preme technician of our time in lithog-
raphy and silkscreen.

The Bad Cop, by contrast, is an in-
timidator. In works like According to
What, 1964, or Untitled, 1972, he puts wax
casts of the parts of a friend’s body
—hands, a split chunk of face, a buttock,
or a pair of legs in a chair. Any Johns re-
minds one of art history, and this prec-
edent is in Marcel Duchamp’s work: the

\ T i 1) % cast human fragments, a vagina or his
\hdid AT W ). 2 4 . | e Y
\ WD) {i J‘KQ !im ﬁm&. ;W!ﬁeé ,(N; o, Yl | own cheek, exhibited as sculpture, But the
TIME, OCTOBER 31,1977
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Target with Plaster Casts, 1955: turning signs into images

Corpse and Mirror, 1976: beautiful, dumb and frustrating
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| Johns provides the only reason for imag-

violence of Johns’ image, its sense of in-
different dismemberment, is alien to any-
ing in Duchamp.

It is pure hostility, and the spectrum
of hostility in his work is wide. At the
other end from sadism, it is nearly vo-
latilized. All the same, its trace remains.
One thinks of The Barber’s Tree, 1975—a
mute, all-over design of rose and gray
hatchings in encaustic, on a ground of col-
laged newspaper. The title is incompre-
hensible and refers to nothing that the
painting discloses. To get the point you
have to know about a photo Johns saw in
a National Geographic: a Mexican bar-
ber painting a live tree like a barber’s pole.
As Crichton suggests, “It was probably
the underlying idea of painting over re-
ality that interested Johns.” But who,
without the catalogue essay, could pos-
sibly be expected to read that into the
painting? Its origin is so disconnected
from the picture as to have no meaning
as subject. Without the photo, one is left
with a nice abstract design of hatch
marks, beautifully rendered and other-
wise unremarkable.

The fact that such paintings are by

ining they are something more than pat-
tern. “Beat me,” begs the masochist.
“No,” says the sadist. This ancient two-
liner has much to say about the relation-
ship Johns’ recent work has to its view-
ers. It is based on frustration.

Frustration has often been a compo-
nent of Johns’ work in the past—the
drawers and hatches that cannot open,
the mirrors with nothing visible to reflect,
the dead flashlights, the rulers with noth-
ing to measure. But in the new paintings
and their attendant prints, like Corpse and
Mirror, 1976, it becomes particularly trou-
blesome. The organization is fanatically
strict, but it is never clear why Johns finds
this motif of the hatch mark as interest-
ing as he does.

he “corpse” of Corpse and Mirror al-

ludes to a surrealist game like “con-
sequences,” in which a piece of folded pa-
per was passed around, with each player
adding a section of drawing to the un-
seen one before. The game produced
weird and poetic monsters on paper.
Johns’ interest is only in the folds: the
hatchings repeat, mirror and reverse one
another. It is only a formal device and,
compared with what one has learned to
expect from the earlier Johns, it is a weak
raison d étre for the art.

There is an arbitrary quality to Johns’
recent motifs—the hatching and the
painted flagstones. They seem hermetic
and trivial, both at once. They lack the
iconic force of the flags, maps, numbers
and targets. No painter ever marked time
more elegantly. But there can be no sum-
ming-up of a 47-year-old in mid-career,
Johns is, at present, the Picasso of en-
tropy. But even that strange position com-
mands respect, if not always allegiance
or pleasure. — Robert Hughes

TIME, OCTOBER 31,1977
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1 coh:
y_as the
fv'}\'wnk in
America, opens today at the
Columbia Museum of Art.
* Johns’ collection in-
cludes 43 -drawings by 31

modern masters and it will

isplay  throuy
29, 1978. The showing is
sponsored - jointly by the
Museum with the Greenville
County Museum and the

i

i

 verse collection range from
Reginald Marsh to Frank

Stella and Merce
- Cunningham’s unusual col-
-ored inks. A highlight is a
combined drawing by Johns’
life-long friend Robert
Rauschenberg, who with

h Jan, - Johns is considered one of

pioneers of American pop
art. X ;

Rauschenbe'rg’s, im-
portance is his introduction

f

Concert

Catch, will present a special

~ The orchestra,
Philharmonic Orchestra and

kind in South Carolina.
" Also scheduled to

within the Youth Orchestra.
Bach and Handel. :

~ Symphony No. 4 by Charles
the first mo
Directing the String E
drews, string
Columbia  College,

Youth Orches tra

_The Columbia Youth Or

vement from Haydn’s

_N

Tuesday

chestra, directed by Charles
concert Tuesday at 7:30 p.m,

at Fraser Hall on the USC campus.
an affiliate - of the Columbia

‘the Columbia Music Festival

Association, is the only youth training organization of its
Its players come from 19 diferent
schools in Richland and Lexington counties.

appear on the program will be the
- Columbia String Ensemble, a 40-member group organized

They will perform works by

The 65-member orchestra will present an arrange-
ment of Tchaikovsky’s Capriccio
Veracruz by Tueci, Fugue or Small

Italien , La Bamba De
Orchestra from the
Ives and an arrangement of
“‘London” Symphony.
nsemble will be Susan An-

teacher in the pre-college program at

* of ~combine paintin

£X.

- Which he |
structure of the ¢ nvas,

. Exhibited with the com-
bined drawing are several |
musical *'scores’ by com- |
poser John Cage. A close
friend  of Johns and
Rauschenberg, Cage is per-
haps the greatest single in-
fluence in the development
of Pop art, with such off-

shoots as Happenings, en-

vironments,  theatre, dance
and mixed media prod-

uctions. i ;

Others represented in the
show include Jim Dine,
Phillip Guston, Larry
Poons,  Kurt Schwitters,
Willem de Kooning, leader
of the Action Painters in the
early 1950s and Rene Ma-
gritte, probably the most
dedicated of all the Sur-
realists.

Johns has been the center
of national attention recent-
ly with a retrospective
showing of 201 paintings,
drawings, multiples and
prints at New York's
Whitney Museum, In con- -
nection with that exhibition,
Johns was featured on the
cover of a national news
magazine, t

There will be no ad-
mission charge to the Co-
lumbia exhibition, Grant as- |
sistance for the exhibition ,
was provided by the S.C.
Arts Commission and the

National Endowment for the
. Arts,
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“‘Once Established,’
Says Jasper Johns,
‘Ideas Can Be D1scarded’

By GRACE GLUECK

untypically, b asper
Johns seems ambiguous
about his retrospective

. show that opens Tuesday at
the Whitney Museum, a
full-scale affair that covers

¢+ 22 years of his artistic output and ex-

poses some 200 works—paintings,

sculptures and drawings made between’

1955 and 1976.
“Of course one likes the attention,”

says Johns a very private and guarded -

personality who tends to keep all self-
references firmly in the third person.
“And one welcomes the chance to see

the work together again—some of it has

been in European and Japanese collec-
tions for years.” .

Nevertheless, he allows ‘that the show
has kept him busy and harried and cut

into his working time for new projects

(he spent some three months fussing
over the printing of the poster alone) so

that in his studio” at Stony Point, New

York, for the last few months he has
only been able to putter around doing
' odds and ends.

! ® .
Yet, with the aid of David Whitney, an

SN o T R T N

exhibition organizer and former assist-
ant to Johns who put the show together,
the illustrious Johns icons that are now
enshrined in the pages of art history
have been assembled. And there he was;
on the eve of his first retrospective in 13

- years, surrounded by the sculptured

beer cans, the light bulbs, the flash-
lights, the paintbrush-packed bronze

- Savarin coffee can, the paintings of

flags and targets and numbers and

. maps that followed on the heels of Ab-

stract Expressionism and earned Johns
the reputation (along with Robert Raus-
chenberg) of a true father of Pop.

Always devoted to literal images, he
also had a surprise for Johns-watchers.
In designing the poster for the show he
made a lithograph that poises the Sava-
rin coffee can, done in 1960, against a
background of the totally abstract
‘“‘cross-hatch” painting he is doing now,
suggesting the time span covered. “In
most of my work I respect the real size
of objects,’”” he says. ‘‘But here I've
made the coffee can larger than life—I
figured since it’s advertlsmg, I could do

Rite?

Though hlS pamtmgs are thought of as
a bridge between Abstract Expression-

- [sm and the development of Pop, Johns

Continued on Page 31
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Be Discarded”

 Continued from Page 1

at the same time had a spare way of por-
traying these objects and designs that
was also influential on the work of the
Minimal artists. His sensitive, sensuous
brushwork that, apphed to the most
commonplace of images, gives the
viewer a set of fresh perceptions about
it, has brought him recognition as one of
this generation’s most accomplished
painters. But for Johns, such achieve-
ments took a while to arrive at.

As befits the nature of his show, Johns
was in a mood to talk retrospectively:
about his beginnings as an artist, his
close relationship with Robert Raus-
chenberg, and the inspiration and think-
-ing process behind many of his most im-
portant accomplishments.

A large man whose slightly scarred
face, aquiline nose and stern mouth
(that can break into an impish smile)
give him the appearance of an Indian
brave, Johns first came to New York
from Allendale, South Carolina, at the
beginning of the 1950’s (he is vague on
dates), after a year-and-a-half at that
state’s university.

“I'd wanted to be an artist from age 5.
No one in my immediate family was in-
volved with art (I had a grandmother
who painted, though I never knew her)

but somehow the idea must have been .

conveyed to me that an artist is someone
of interest in a society. I didn’t know art-
ists, but at an early age I realized that in
order to be one I'd have to be somewhere
else.” He roars with laughter, as he does
whenever one of his mots delights him.
“I always had a tendency to try to be
somewhere else.””

Since Johns had made an agreement
with his family that he’d go to commer-
cial art school, he tried that for six
months and then quit—after having
applied for a scholarship and being told
that he could have one even though his
work did not merit it. “If that was true, I

didn’t want it,” he says, his face cloud-,

ing with anger. Johns became a messen-
ger boy and a shipping clerk for six
months, then went into the army for a
two-year hitch.

“When I came back I thought I really
didn’t know much, so I’d go to school on
the G.I. bill. I enrolled at Hunter and as-
sumed I was going to the Park Avenue
branch. But no—that was only for girls
then, and I had to go up to the Bronx.
The first day I had a class in Beowulf,
then a French class in which I couldn’t
understand a word and then an art class
in which a handsome, red-haired lady in
a hat told me I drew a ‘marvelous line.”
Near home, I passed out on the street. I
was rescued and stayed in bed for a
week and that ended my career in
higher education.”

°

Johns hadn’t a clue, he recalls, as to
‘how to operate as an artist. “I didn’t
know about the scene or getting a loft or
anything like that. I got a job in a book-
store and though I looked at art from the
first, it seemed to me to exist on a differ-
ent plane from the one I lived on. Now,
from my present perspective, I remem-
ber seeing things like Pollock’s paint-
ings on glass and an incredible Noguchi
sculpture of balsa wood and string, but
then it was hard to give what I saw a
value.”

At soirees glven by the artist Sari
Dienes, who Johns met while working at
the bookstore, he encountered people
who ‘““moved in a larger society’—
particularly the composer John Cage,
the choreographer Merce Cunningham
and a young artist sllghtly older than

e

himself named Robert Rauschenberg.
Though Cage and Cunningham were to
become important to Johns, his friend-
ship with Rauschenberg was crucial to
his development as an artist.

‘‘He was kind of an enfant terrible at
the time, and I thought of him as an ac-
complished professional. He'd already

had a number of shows, knew every--

body, had been to Black Mountain Col-
.| lege in South Carolina working with all
those avant-garde people.” How had a
friendship between two ambitious and
potentially rivalrous young men worked
as well as it did? (Today, although the
two men still admire each other’s work,
they no longer see each other.)

Johns notes that Rauschenberg was
between galleries at the time they met,
“‘and focused “ery much on working. I
was prepared to do that, too. He was
also involved with Merce Cunningham’s
dance group and totally unconcerned
with his success, in the cliché term. All
of the activity had a lively quality, quite

tion.”

Johns began to help Rauschenberg do
window decoration for Gene-Moore at
Bonwit Teller’s to earn pocket money,
and moved into a downtown loft while
still working for the bookstore. ‘“Bob
and I began to get jobs together. I real-
ized I could do what he did—work only

separate from any commercial situa- "

when I was broke and needed money So

be
orked closely together, shar-
so much ideas as painting itself.

Early on, Johns did small collages

that had a Joseph Cornell-like quality °

but in 1954 he dreamed that he was
painting ‘‘a big American flag. I got up
‘and began to do it. But these ideas came
after the beginning of working,” he
says. More than a decade ago he gave
the reasons why he latched on to such
mundane images: “I used things the
mind already knows. That gave me
room to work on other levels.””

But he painted these images—flags,
targets, numbers, maps—with such ele-
gance and control that they had to be
looked at. And therein lies the quintes-
sential, paradoxical point of his work:
“With Johns,” notes novelist Michael
Crichton, a collector of Johns work who
was suggested by Johns himself to write

‘]ehns’s friendship with
Rauschenberg was crucial to
his artistic development.’

“Target”’—

“such elegance that 1t had to be looked at”

B De L 23
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Jasper Johns, a father of Pop Art—T’d wanted

Jack Mitchell

to be an artist from age 5.”

the catalogue for the show, ““the issue of

perception—of what you see, and why,

and how you decide what you are look-

ing at—are not merely questions to be

decided in order to produce some final

_effect. They are instead the focus of the

work itself . . . A painting by Johns,

. often by its very presence, suggests the
| question, what is painting?””

Later in the 1950’s Johns decided to
make sculpture. ‘I wanted to make a 3-
D form that would sit on a flat surface
and I couldn’t think of what I wanted to
do. The painting I was doing at the time
had to do with certain literal qualities
and that's what I wanted to do in sculp-
ture. First I thought of comment
spheres broken open, but that seemed

-too arty. Then I thought of colored wax
sculptures of people, like in posters or
cartoons—that didn’t work. I wanted it
to be something which already existed.”

““Then,” he continues, there came to
me in a flash (no pun intended) the idea
of a flashlight, of light bulbs, which did
exist, had scale, which I could imitate,
and which were still subject to a certain
kind of transformation. You could retain
a great deal of what they were and still

SGC T R
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alter them. The first was an actual
flashlight covered in sculpmetal, the
rest I made.”

Although it has often been suggested, -
he does not think he had been influenced
by Marcel Duchamp's Dada ready-
made objects of nearly four decades
earlier. “I didn’t really know Duchamp
at the time.””

Johns’s first early success was phe-
nomenal—his first show at Leo Castel-
li’s in 1958, a sell-out at which thiree of
his paintings were bought by the Mu- -
seumn of Modern Art—and hasn’t let up
since. (Today, Johns's new canvases go
for anywhere between $80,000 and
$150,000.)

In 1960 Johns took up prints, a medium
for which he has become almost as fa-
mous as his painting. “‘Prints are no less
important to me,” he says. ‘‘In them
I'm able to use images and ideas I work
over in painting and subject them to
transformation. It's a different
physique entirely.” He pauses. ‘‘The
business of making prints is involved

UN]
RS

_tendency is to build from one to another;’

s ) iaq
with people. I always resented it but;‘,‘?’
now I tend to like it if it works well,” "‘;
Johns has gone on to other images, of ' 7%

course— but slowly, as is his wont. “A 4
Iot of what one does is work towards an" % q
idea,” he has said. ‘‘Once established, it *’

can be discarded.” He does not discard

images quite so quickly, however: His *"

8

incorporating bits and pieces as he goes
along. / ’
His ideas are apt to come from the ob- -

“ servance of fleeting visual phenomena:

In 1967, for example, while driving
through Harlem, he spotted out of the
corner of his eye a store with a wall
painted to resemble flagstones. Later,
preparing to paint it, he sent David
Whitney to look for and photograph it..

" Whitney couldn’t find it; neither could

Johns when he himself went to track it
down. But he claimed the image for him-
self—“‘what’s interesting to me is the
fact that it isn’t designed, but taken. It’s
not mine.”” i 4

He still uses parts of the flagston
image, often combining it with the
cross-hatching that”since 1972 has be-
come his principal visual motif: small,
clustered lines of color that jackstraw
out over the painting surface. He saw
the cross-hatching originally painted on
a car that went bucketing past him on
the Long Island Expressway. Describ-
ing his working methods, Johns says,
“Sometimes there are slight things I <
want to do in a slightly different way; I
do one thing, the next thing will be done
slightly differently. I suppose in fashion-
able terms you’d call the way I work a+
‘set’.” [

He does not quarrel with the assess-
ment that Crichton has made of his
procedures: “In one sense he, like the
late Adlai Stevenson,” writes Crichton,.
‘‘is a man so extraordinarily intelligent,
so deeply aware of his choices, that he !
perpetually risks frozen indecision. He
is able to proceed only by the most
stiffly arbitrary maneuvers—to use .
what is already there, to accept what is
given, to proceed on the basis of what
has already happened. It is this aspect
which has led some to view Johns as a
limited, inhibited artist, entangled in his’
own past, forever forced to confront
logical impasses which are, in the end,
entirely of his own making.” )

Yet, Crichton goes on to say, "he is
Harry Houdini, the magician who pa-
tiently shows you his constraints— the

- handcuffs and ropes and the locked

trunk—and yet escapes from his self-im-
posed bonds jn the nick of time. Watch-
ing him, we are fairly sure he knows a
way out; even so, we wonder whether he
will make a mistake, a fatal slip.
Houdini creates illusions, but they are
still dangerous illusions.” 4

Johns forsook New York some years

“ago for the upstate village of Stony

Point, where he quite accidentally found
a house. He has more or less abandoned
the city—and the old bank building he
owns on Houston Street, which he uses
now as a storage place for his paintings:
With a Southerner’s taste for the sun, he
winters on the Caribbean island of St.
Martin, where he has a rambling house
on top of a hill.

Far from reclusive, as his reputation
goes, Johns likes to entertain friends, in
small groups. He is, by their acclaim, a
great cook. “To go to his house for lunch
is a luxurious treat,” says his dealer,
Leo Castelli.

For Johns the future holds more of the
same. ‘‘I'll go on painting— unless see-
ing all the work together changes
things."1 "

b / bt
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Art/Thomas B. Hess

ON THE SCENT OF
JASPER JOHNS

“ _ You can almost smell a logic behind the jittery clumps of
green, violet, and orange hatches which make your eyes rock...”

Jasper Johns “puts two flinty things
in a picture and makes them work
against one another so hard that the
mind is sparked,” wrote Leo Steinberg
in an influential essay published in
1962. “Seeing them becomes thinking,”
he concluded.

Jasper Johns’s 1973-1975 paintings, 7\

seven oils and encaustics, at Leo Cas-
telli (4 East 77th Street, through 2/14),
mix flinty logic with fluid chaos, and,
to borrow a locution from Hercule
Poirot, cause you furiously to think.

His basic unit is a straight, character-
istically Johnsian, sui generis brush
mark. It’s comparatively long, unin-
flected, sensitive; sometimes laid down
with the fine careless rapture of Douglas
Fairbanks skewering an Arab, some-
times as studiously rehearsed as a presi-
dential quip. The marks come in the
artist’s favorite yellow, blue, and red
range of primaries, or in complemen-
tary violet, orange, and green—all
salted with lots of black and white.
The encaustic (wax-based) strokes are
mat, slow, dense; the oils are shinier,
faster, more translucent. The distinc-
tions are kept to a minimum, however,
and you must look carefully to catch
the shift of medium from canvas to
canvas (it never occurs in a single
canvas) .

A secondary unit, often the same size
and weight as the brush mark, is a col-
lage element, usually a paper strip torn
from the New York Times. There may
be a technical motive for John’s appli-
cation of collage newsprint to encaus-
tic; he’s used the method since his first
constructions of the mid-1950s to keep
surfaces taut and regular. There also
may be a metaphorical aspect; many
commentators have noticed that Johns’s
iconography concerns data, information
about objects—commitment to a dead-
pan factuality. And what could be a
more appropriate binder of facts with
pigments than your quotidian news-
paper—contemporary journalism: yel-
low, blue, and read.

The basic compositional module in
the recent works is a bundle or clump
of parallel brush marks of graduated
lengths, often arranged in rough trian-
gular or quadrangular bulks. The motif
was announced in Johns’s untitled
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but is in fuct @ carefully structured system of repeated and reversed patterns.

tetraptych (four panels), 1972, first
shown at the Whitney annual in 1973
(see New York, February 19, 1973); its
far-left wing was packed with similar
aggregates. They are easy to read in-
dividually and hard to grasp in a pat-
tern, especially as Johns likes to twirl
them. Imagine looking at a wall cov-
ered with clock dials whose twelve-
o’clocks point every which direction.
You can tell a particular time at a
glance, and three or four times to-
gether. Your vision begins to waver,
the shapes fall apart, when you attempt
to scan the whole pattern. Indeed, a
slippery, eliding, dizzying sensation is
one of the initial effects of Johns’s ex-
hibition. You are reminded of “an ex-
plosion in a shingle factory”—which
is how a New York critic described
Marcel Duchamp’s Nude Descending a
Staircase when it was the sensation of
the Armory Show in 1913. And you
wonder whether it’s an intentional al-
lusion, given Johns’s passionate inter-
est in St. Marcel, whose ideas have crit-
ically inflected the younger painter’s
style, adding a subversive, intellectual
glitter to the cutting edge of an already
provocative imagery.

After studying the paintings for a
while, you begin to sense that strong
ordering forces underlie the skin of

chaos. And there are some facts that
can help. One of the most ingratiating
of the paintings, The Barber’s Tree, in
creamy pinks and whites, is based on
a 1973 photograph from The National
Geographic, according to Barbara Rose,
the best scholar engaged with Johns’s
recent work. There is a real, stranger-
than-fiction tree in Mexico that a bar-
ber painted as his sign, in pink and
white hatchings, as if influenced,
through some meta-visual ESP, by Jas-
per Johns’s hatchings of 1972. In the
artist’s revision, the lines are kept as
fresh and as disorganized as everyday
life.

Studying the two-panel encaustic
titled The Dutch Wives, on the other
hand, discloses the presence of an un-
dermatting of collage strips. Here and
there, headlines are emphasized. In-
deed, you find that one of them appears
in about the same position in both
wings of the diptych. It reads: “. . .
ORGANIST’S ARREST SHOCKS. . . .”" De-
duction: the artist bought two copies of
the Times that day, tore off almost
identical sections, placed them in al-
most identical situations in the two
panels. Then, as you watch, the camou-
flage of hatching melts away, and the
panels resolve themselves into twins;
one almost exactly copies the other.
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Except that the right-hand wing con-
tains a circle, as if a paint can had
been imprinted on it and deposited a
ring of orange.

Perhaps it signifies a breast of one of
the “Dutch Wives”? Similar circles are
displayed in Weeping Women, a trip-
tych in which the sections are,
respectively, red, yellow, and blue.
There are two circles in the right-hand
canvas (breasts?) with echoing lines
(fragments of breasts/targets?) above
them. In the central panel are four im-
prints of a clothes iron, placed hot on
the encaustic; the wax dripped (wept?)
down in black and yellow runnels.

Hot-iron marks and circles also ap-
pear in Corpse and Mirror, an oil-and-
encaustic diptych (oil on the left hand,
encaustic on the right); and a circle turns
up again in Corpse and Mirror, II,
which is all in oils. In both, what at
first might seem to be a heteroclite
tumbling of hatches is in fact a pair of
symmetrical reflections from one wing
of a diptye the other. In other
words, * iy literaily seen in
a “mino ynd as the vertical
arran sserm unmedi-
ated cther than
dreamlike i
field of the
is a “Cadavtre E;
cadaver,” i.e. a favcrite n\n*al)b par-
lor game in which a collective dxawmv
is accomplished as each player works
on a piece of paper that is folded
under, step by step. Thus the vertical
figure is found—Ilike a Duchamp object
—by sheer chance, and then is minutely
altered in acts of replication.

The ‘“cadaver” is exquisitely exe-
cuted. In the “mirror” part of Corpse
and Mirror 11, reds, yellows, and blues
fade into grays as if light were draining
from a lens, or is it a modest decom-
position of the “corpse”? The question
leads you back to the largest, the most
difficult, the most dramatic of Johns’s
new paintings, Scent, an encaustic-and-
oil triptych, 1973-74 (6 by 1015 feet—
just room enough to accommodate
three people or three corpses or three
graves).

Even more than the other recent
paintings, Scent resists initial observa-
tion, to say nothing of interpretation,
which, in Johns’s work, is, by the art-
ist’s own by-laws, born to lose. It’s a
bit frustrating at first, because you can
almost smell a logic behind the jittery
clumps of green, violet, and orange
hatches which make your eyes rock in
your head if you concentrate on them
too closely. Then, after a while, you
begin to orient yourself. First, you spot
a familiar configuration, like a friend
in a crowd. You scan the whole trip-
tych and find it repeated elsewhere.
Checking up and across, you discover
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more and more repetitions (not mirror
images) . Finally a schema becomes evi-
dent. Johns has divided each of the
three panels into three vertical col-
umns, 12,1714, and 12 inches wide (and,
of course, six feet high). Faint lines in-
dicate how he projected the divisions.
Starting from the left, the first column
is repeated by the last one at the far
right; the third and the fourth columns
are the same, as are the sixth and sev-
enth. The second, the fifth, and the
eighth are unique jumbles. If Scent
were a sonnet, its rthyme scheme would
be: ab,c,c,d.e.e,f,a. Three sets of pure
rhyme punctuated by three places for
the aleatory, the freely inventive, the
improvisational. It reminds you of Bar-
nett Newman; he also assigned strictly
formulated shapes to certain areas of
his image, and spontaneous elabora-
tions to other sections, in what surely
is a metaphor for the creative act—for
Inspiration tempered by Discipline, to
retread a couple of old-fashioned nouns.
And the evocation of Barnett Newman
and his “broken symmetries” urges you
to look again at Johns’s format. There,
with the aid of a tape measure and
John’s assistant, Mark Lancaster, you
discover that four ‘“secret” squares
structure Johns’s symmetry. Each of the
four side columns (i.e., abced, beede,
cdeef, and deefa) initiates a square
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about 72 by 72 inches. A thinner rec-
tangle, ccdee, 72 by 6515 inches, is
compressed into the center. The squares
at either side of the triptych balance
like architectural wings. The complex
of rectangles which overlap and pleat
across the image evoke a shuttling
procession of references, of new ideas,
of statements and renewals, aimed
at a central, vulnerable shape. What
at first seemed an incomprehensible
mass of tangling parallel lines re-
solves itself to a structure of fugal
implications.

Scent, of course, is the title of Jack-
son Pollock’s last painting (it used to
belong to Johns’s dealer, Leo Castelli;
Johns knew it well). Johns’s recent
paintings concern corpses, and their
reflections, and mourning women. In
Scent, fragments of the image are de-
veloped vertically and repeated hori-
zontally, as if unfolded from an enor-
mously complicated game of Cadavre
Exquis. Is there an homage to Jack-
son Pollock among these chiming col-
ors? A cenotaph to the corpse of the
first of the New York School artists—
the one who, in Willem de Kooning’s
generous phrase, “broke the ice”? Cer-
tainly Johns sounds an elegiac note in
this exhibition. If you translate the
nonverbal rhyme scheme of his Scent
into words, it comes out a quote from
T. S. Eliot: “In my beginning is my
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Callus at 986-6009 or
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—free of charge.
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The Artful Lodger/Joan Kron

THIS SHELTER BOOK

“ ..What is The House Book’s amazing appeal? For one thing,
I suppose it’s the sheer abundance of its coverage ...”

For sale: The House Book, a 1974 British decorating book that’s a
builders, is available in the United States for the firsi time. It’s $30 at Fabrications, 246 East 58th Street.

bonanza of ideas and information for nest-

It’s a puzzlement. French bread, still
warm from Paris ovens, arrives in New
York every day, so why is it that The
House Book, Terence Conran’s highly
touted decorating book, published in
London in 1974, should be so late arriv-
ing on our doorstep? For the past year,
owning a copy of this hard-to-get book
has had more cachet in home-icidal-
maniac circles than owning a copy of
Tropic of Cancer did in Ivy League
locker rooms in the thirties and forties.
In fact, if it hadn’t been for Fabrica-
tions, the enterprising yard-goods store
at 246 East 58th Street, we’d still be
doing without it. But the shop’s owners
had such faith in The House Book that
they ordered a basementful of them
from the British publisher.

And I have the first copy off the
plane. Does the book measure up to my
expectations? Yes, as far as I've gone in
it. The problem is, I can’t read more
than a few of its 448 pages at a time
because certain people here keep
snatching it out of my hands. And to
hear the oohs and aahs as they turn
the pages you'd think they were audi-
tioning for the Fotomat commercial.

68 NEW YORK/FEBRUARY 9, 1976

Details that count
23 Choosing Ironmongery.

We'd call “ironmon-

Language barrier:
gery” “hardware,” but, as the text tells
you, brass needs the same polishing in

London as in New York.

What is this book’s amazing appeal?
For one thing I suppose it’s the sheer
abundance of its coverage. It has over
1,000 color pictures of rooms (most of
them new to American readers, unless
they subscribe to European decorating
magazines), plus diagrams, drawings,
and sound advice on home planning,
decorating, remodeling, and do-it-your-

self projects. (Since it’s a British edi-
tion, the technical plumbing and elec-
trical information is not all applicable
in the U.S. But happily, the measure-
ments are in inches as well as meters.)
It covers everything from front-door
hardware to wine cellars; from attic
aeries to window treatments and floors,
to every kind of room in the house.
The author-compiler is industrial de-
signer Terence Conran—a sort of Billy
Baldwin to the middle class—founder
of London’s Habitat, a chain of suc-
cessful home-furnishings emporiums
that bear a strong resemblance to our
own Design Research. Habitat’s design
vocabulary—an eclectic mix of good
design basics like bentwood, Bauhaus,
and butcher block, plus charm—is
strongly felt in The House Book, which
must be the only decorating book
whose film rights have been sold. To
Conran’s credit, the book is pushing
sunshine - filtering - through - plant - filled
windows just as hard as it’s selling new
slipcovers. The only thing it lacks
is a brown-paper wrapper to hide it
under until I can sneak it out of the
office. -

Photographed by Armen Kachaturian
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THE ART WORLD

Twenty Years of Jasper Johns

What is pure art according to the
modern idea? It is the creation of an
evocative magic, containing at once the
object and the subject, the world ex-
ternal to the artist and the artist himself.

—Charles Baudelaire.

ACK in the fifties, Jasper Johns
B solved the problem of supplying
subjects in painting that every-

one could recognize: the American
flag, targets, numbers, letters of the
alphabet. The problem had arisen out
of Abstract Expressionism, then the
dominant mode in art. The abstract
painting derived from Cubism had
brushed Cézanne’s apples off the table,
then brushed away the table. But post-
war American artists were not satisfied
with an art of meticulously balanced
rectangles and bands. The Abstract
Expressionists were “‘abstract,” but they
insisted on subject matter. Barnett
Newman declared that the basic issue
for him and his friends was what to
paint. A school for art students formed
by Newman, Rothko, Baziotes, and
Motherwell in 1948 was entitled “Sub-
jects of the Artist.” Social and regional
themes had been exhausted, and the
dissociated imagery of Surrealist
“dreamwork” had been turned into
light comedy by Dali and Hollywood.
Convinced that there was nothing to
paint but that subject matter was the
heart of painting, the Abstract Expres-
sionists conceived an ingenious strategy:
they- approached the canvas with no
subject in mind, got the picture going
through random marks—a number 4
by Pollock, a slash or blot of color by
Kline or Hans Hof-
mann, letters of the
alphabet by de Koo-
ning—and, taking off
from these forms, re-
lied on the spontaneous
activity of painting to
supply (or reveal) a
subject of its own, In.
short, the motif of the
Abstract Expressionists did not exist
either in the mind of the artist or in the
outside world; it was entirely a crea-
tion, in that it was brought into being
by the act of painting. Newman formu-
lated the matter: “An artist paints so
that he will have something to look at.”
In his newly born subject, the artist
made contact with an inchoate myth,
which was called in the rhetoric of
the period the Unknown. For New-
man, his rectangles divided by vertical
or horizontal bands were ritual evoca-
tions—of Ulysses, the Biblical Abra-

ham, the Stations of the Cross, shafts
of power or light. For most of the
art public, Abstract Expressionist paint-
ings—stripes (Newman), ovals (Gott-
lieb), strands and drippings of pigment
(Pollock), aerated blocks of color
(Rothko), contours and color masses
(de Kooning, Hofmann), chromati-
cally keyed brushstrokes (Guston),
bars of black (Kline)—were abstrac-
tions; that is, organizations of line,
color, and form without external rela-
tions. Their subjects, real to the artist,
came and went, depending on the psy-
chic collaboration of the spectator, Ty
terms of meaning, this @ﬂlnhora’tjgn
was the point of the painti im-
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plex.” With Johns, it represented noth-

ing. It was what it was, like a stone or
a fence—in brief, a thing, clearly la-
belled with an image (target, flag) or
a concept (“Liar,” “Tennyson”), as in
a mail-order catalogue._At one stroke,
Johns extinguished speculation about
the_meaning of individual paintings and
directed attention to—them—as_abjects
jects.

Johns’ subject matter did not need
to be invented or discovered, nor did.
it have to be evoked out of psychic
states that were difficult to maintain—
for example, Pollock’s “contact” with
the canvas or de Kooning’s “inspira-
tion.” It lay ready to hand. Better
still, his flags, numbers, and targets
were already on the way to being
paintings, in that they were signs in-
scribed on a flat surface, apt for place-

mersed in the possibilities of the artist’s _ment and handling in any manner the

- could share the crea-
inging it to light. An

sionist painting com-

sign, the spec
tive ¢lan of b1
Abstract Es
p]e%c-d 1
spectator.,
of the pu

artist_of its

no an
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r, rejected the
Absiract Expression-
acsthetic adven-
peruse their
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ists to enter i
ture and pret
preducts as

With kis first one-man show, in
1958, Johns swept aside the dilemma
of Newman and the Abstract Expres-
sionists, If the answer to “What to
paint?” was an unintelligible sign that
troubled the spectator like a leftover
of a bad dream, it was only necessary
to eliminate the mystery, and the gap
between the artist and his public would
be closed. By such reasoning, Johns
became one of the first to hit on the idea
of producing signs that were familiar
to everyone. His use of
flags, targets, numbers,
letters of the alphabet,
objects of daily life was
supported by a childlike
logic—or the humorous
shrewdness of a farmer
who outwits the city
slickers with a practical
solution too obvious for
them to have noticed. Flags, numbers,
nouns, and names (Johns’ “Liar,”
“Tennyson”) belong to the order of
phenomena that loom large in the con-
sciousness of children and plain folk.
When its subject matter consists of, in
Johns” phrase, “Ehings the mind already
knows,” painting is relieved of the—ef-
fort of discovery for both artist and
spectator—famiharity with OId Glory
and the number 3 blocks speculation
about them, even when they appear in
works of art. With Newman, the paint-

ed image represented a “thought-com-

1
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artist chose. Banners of sorts had ap-
peared among the Abstract Expres-
sionists: Gottlieb’s three solid ovals
above a horizontal field of black; Pol-
lock’s “Blue Poles,” which one could
easily imagine being adopted by a
Third World republic. Dispensing with
riddles, Johns’ subjects were ideally
suited to reduce the strain of both
thinking and feeling in painting. Con-
fronted by images that it had had
no part in creating, painting was as
if struck dumb—its guiding axiom
after Johns became “You see what
you see.”

Johns had split Abstract Expres-
sionist_painting_into—two—halves:—its
signs and its agitated handling. Thus
divided, both halves were emptied of
meaning, Having ceased to embody the
artist’s psyche, the signs on the canvas
joined the order of insignia outside of
art—for example, the insignia on pack-
ing cases, from which Johns has tended
to derive his lettering. Deprived of its
goal of discovery, the liberated brush-
work of de Kooning, Hofmann, Kline
became merely a newly fashionable
mode of ornament. As put together in
Johns’ flags, targets, and numbers, the
two halves of Abstract Expressionism
became substances of an art completely
manageable by the artist, and entirely
void of meaning, Every attempt at in-
terpretation was thrown back by the
artist’s disavowal of purpose. The prin-
ciples he was prepared to proclaim con-
sisted exclusively of negations of Ab-
stract Expressionist truisms. No more
romantic fumblings, supported by dec-
larations that “when I am in my paint-
ing, ’m not aware of what I’'m doing.”
No more 'pretensions of invading the
Unknown. No more “self-expression.”
To Johns could be attributed a philoso-
phy linked with postwar phenomenol-
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ogy—homemade with him but capable
of being stretched by his interpreters to
any dimensions they chose. Thus, exe-
gesis of Johns has become a major part
of art criticism during the past twenty
years, in the midst of which the artist
himself has been privileged to preserve
a strategic silence. What has been in-
sufficiently stressed is that—apart from
Johns’ ideas and his interpretations of
them—in his paintings both sign and
method have become subject matter,
modelled on the canvases of his prede-
cessors but transformed by his deter-
mination to keep himself out of the
picture. The contrast between the
agitated surfaces of Johns’ flags and
targets and the inertness of these motifs
presents a lesson in the illusory effects
of style considered as expression, since
the flags and the surface textures were
chosen with the same detachment.
Johns’ cold-blooded rearrangements of
the ingredients of America’s passionate

pi)_smauhsgaﬂ_art amount to a dou-
ble parody.

The relaxation of the tensions of
Abstract Expressionism which Johns
brought about was seized upon with re-
lief by his contemporaries and by artists
who came after him—his translation of

_the recondite sign language of the Ab-

stract Expressionists into commonplaces
provided a_manageable _approach_for
the generations of painters streaming
out of the new university studio de-
partments. It is difficult to believe that

£ 1

Johns himself, a beginning arfst from
South Carolina in his

could have comprehended the long and
complex interchange that led to the Ac-
tion paintings of Pollock, de Kooning,
and Hofmann and the emblematic
paintings of Rothko, Gottlieb, and
Reinhardt. One of Johns’ contributions
to the art scene was to cut painting
down to his own size, and to help keep
it there. Just the other day, a California
artist echoed the early Johns in explain-
ing to an interviewer that “almost every
object that I use is something we all
know, that we all have reference to.”
Abandoning his shamanistic role, and
the rites required to realize it, the post-
Johns artist could anticipate a career
not too different from that of his non-
artist neighbor. In contrast to the van-
guard tradition of anxiety (Cézanne),
Surrealist  self-induced  abnormality
(Rimbaud’s “disorder of the senses”),

and “failure” (de KooningL_M’;
troduced into American modernism a
era of undelayed success: the Museum
of Modern Art, in a unique display of
foresight, bought three paintings from
his first show.

Beyond any innovation introduced
by his paintings, Johns’ strongest in-
fluence lay in his renovation of the
artist as a type—an act of dramatic
originality. The new artist, an emo-
tionally ~detached craftsman whose

work represents a kind of expository
chalk-talk on the rudiments of painting

ond-twenties,

and sculpture, was in intellectual har-
mony not only with the art-department
classroom but with the ever-growing
mass of new museum- and gallery-
goers being initiated into the enigmas
of modernist art. Reacting to painting
as a social reality, Johns and other post-
Abstract Expressionists looked back to
Duchamp, as the disillusioned analyst
of the relation between art today and
other man-made things, and forward

to Andy Warhol, as the artist changed
intcﬁnml'é‘b‘rﬁymc)m%er

of art substitutes. Tn_this perspective,
s BbRolIMeRs

the one factor in_modernism that be-
came irrelevant was the inner self
of the artist—precise g
principle that Abstract Expressionism
had elevated to supremacy. Johns’
watchword was impersonality. His ex-
clusion from the art image of any un-
derlying objective reality was com-
pleted by the exclusion from it of the
aura of the artist as well. Like Ad
Reinhardt and certain American fol-
lowers of the Russian Constructivists,
Johns strove for a condition of meta-
physical aloofness akin to a quasi-re=
ligious_asceticism. Leo Steinberg, who
contributed the most elaborate specula-
tions concerning Johns’ early works
(though unaccountably neglecting to
take note of the degree to which those
works derived by antithesis from Ab-
stract Expressionism ), has testified that
Johns told him that his aim was to
achieve total removal from his prod-
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ucts. “He wants his pictures,” Stein-
berg wrote, “to be objects alone.”
Johns® “Coat Hanger,” which features
a wire hanger centrally suspended
against a dense ground of black crayon,
is a public declaration that the artist
prefers the identity of an anonymous,
commercial object to his own. “Coat
Hanger” is an idealized self-portrait of
Johns as Mr. Anything.

JOHNS’ redesigned artist plays dispas-
sionately with the possibilities of his
craft, including its ability to simulate
emotion by technical means—for exam-
ple, the muscular paint strokes, the im-
pulsive blottings of the Abstract Ex-
pressionists. In some instances, Johns’
subjects are painted as if the artist had
never heard of painting but had simply
wanted to reproduce the Stars and
Stripes or a target as faithfully and at-
tractively as he could. Together with
this takeoff of the naive artist (“Flag,”
“Flag on Orange Field”), Johns dis-
played a virtuosity in transmuting his
images that was seemingly without
limit. The American flag ceases to be
a flag and becomes an abstraction—a
rectangle divided into bands of color,
with a smaller rectangle containing
even rows of stars in the upper left-
hand corner. Apparently, Johns sought
the ready-made form in order to give
free play to his talent for remodelling.
“Flag (with 64 Stars)” is an indica-
tion that for him -the flag is a design
that he has the privilege of altering at
will. Besides having an enlarged num-
ber of stars, “Flag” is drawn in pencil,
and its stripes, without color, ‘at times
blend into each other. The Stars and
Stripes is by no means a model design—
Betsy Ross would not have distin-
guished herself at the Bauhaus. There
is a disturbing fussiness about the stars,
clustered in the upper left corner. The
best painting in Johns’ flag series is
“White Flag,” in which the visual an-
noyance caused by the stars is reduced
by codrdinating them into the textured
monochromatic surface. A similar gain
through reduction of contrast is ob-
tained in “Green Target” and “Tan-
go,” but such one-color paintings come
close to eliminating their subject mat-
ter (in “Tango” it is invisible), and
thus returning to their Abstract Ex-
pressionist origins. Once a given sub-
ject has been established, it can be
counted on as a presence affecting the
spectator’s response, as in de Kooning’s
“Woman” paintings. Some of Johns’
canvases, drawings, and prints—for ex-
ample, the “0 Through 9” series—
tend toward pure abstraction, as if the
artist had found his way back to Con-
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structivism. On the whole, however, he
has rarely relinquished his Abstract Ex-
pressionist resources. And throughout
the passage from painting to painting,
and from paintings to drawings to
prints, an ironic dialogue persists be-
tween his subject/no-subject and the
technique of representation which he
has chosen.

About fifteen years ago, in an article
entitled “Things the Mind Already
Knows,” I analyzed some of the para-
doxical effects obtained by Johns
through his impersonal juggling of
style and subject matter. These effects
were concentrated in his flags, targets,
numbers, coat hangers. After this_pe-

o )
riod, however, Johns’ work scemed_to,
me to begin to abando jects

in favor of ones that were personal

symbols or souvenirs. Perhaps the first _

of _these more personal—works was
“Device Circle,” done in 1959, which
could be read as an autobiographical
sketch of Johns’ painting career to that
date. On a square canvas covered with
interlaid patches of paint and newsprint
fragments a circle has been inscribed by
the semblance of a nail at the end of
a paint-spotted stick, which is fastened
in the center of the canvas, as if in
preparation for another target paint-
ing. This is Johns’ first painting about
Johns rather than about “Target,”
“Flag,” or O Through 9,” and in
it Johns is presented as a “device” for
making paintings. “Device Circle” is
followed by other paintings of studio
subjects—“Painting with Ruler and
‘Gray’ ” (1960), “Good Time Char-
ley” (1961), “Device” (1961-62),
and “Fool’s House” (1962)—and by
sculptures: the bronze Ballantine ale
cans and the paintbrushes in the Savarin
coffee can. Contemporary with these
are such narrative-suggesting composi-
tions as “No” (1961), “Liar” (1961),
“In Memory of My Feelings—Frank
O’Hara” (1961), and the ink draw-
ing “Disappearance II” (1962).
During this period, Johns continued
to work in lithography on his old
themes, but the universal signs dimin-

ished, and in 1963-64 the subjectivity

-of hi i eemed to deepen to the

level of desperation. A series of paint-

ings and drawings bear titles referring
to water—‘‘Diver” (1962), “Passage”
(1962),“Land’ss SEnd2 ({19635
“Diver” (1963)—and in several com-
positions oblique bars are thrust upward
and terminate in blotted hands, like
arms raised in a call for help. “Peri-
scope (Hart Crane),” done in 1963,
identifies these water-associated can-
vases with the poet, who committed

suicide by drowning. The blotted hand
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~ of “Land’s End” and the two “Diver”

works also appears in “Periscope’ and
in two “Study for Skin” drawings done
in 1962; it represents the theme of
water-related death again in “Skin with
O’Hara Poem” (1963-65).

Johns’ symbolism of self is neither
very lucid nor visually very attractive.
“Periscope (Hart Crane)” and the
“Diver” compositions share with works
by Rauschenberg a kind of willful
messiness designed no doubt to repre-
sent directness and spontaneity (though
spontaneity ought not to be a goal for
an artist who doesn’t want his work “to
be an exposure of my feelings”). Johns’
parody of Abstract Expressionism be-
comes an obstacle when he resorts to
that style to express emotions. In the
current Jasper Johns retrospective at
the-Whitney Museum, I found several
works of the middle sixties which con-
tinue the morbid theme of the water
paintings. One of these, “Watchman”

. (1964), features a motif that Johns

repeats in several works of the decade:
a wax cast of a leg “seated” on a frag-
ment of a chair and attached to an up-
per corner of the canvas. But the out-
standing works in the retrospective are
the early paintings and sculptures. Since
the flags, the targets, and the numbers,
Johns has occupied himself chiefly with
translating these explicit subjects into
drawings and prints. He has also exe-
cuted several salon “machines” with
assorted objects attached. Among these
are giant compositions, such as “Ac-
cording to What” (1964), that are
far more incomprehensible, both as sub-
jects and as paintings, than any Pollock
or Hofmann—except -perhaps as an-
thologies of Johns’ favorite motifs, in-
cluding his canvas on a stretcher with
its face flat against a larger canvas, and
his cast of a severed leg. :

“Flags” (1965), “Two Flags”
(1973), and “Target” (1974) are
attempts to revive the old magic. But
the art-historical drama of twenty years
ago—replacing Abstract Expressionist
enigmas with familiar signs—cannot be
repeated, and this defines the position
of Jasper Johns at the end of 1977.
Johns’ new motifs keep getting more
arbitrary and whimsical. In 1967, he
hit on the “flagstones” that constitute
the left section of “Harlem Light” and
consist of irregular shapes of flat red
and black scattered among similar
shapes indicated in contour on a gray
ground. According to the exhibition
catalogue, Johns picked up this image
from a wall in Harlem which he passed
in a cab—an act of finding analogous
to Rauschenberg’s sceing a stuffed goat
in a store window. The flagstones

have become an element in Johns’ rep-
ertory. Like the American flag, they
are “things the mind already knows,”
though it doesn’t know why it should

pay attention to them—unless in obedi-.

ence to the Duchampian edict that a
thing is art because the artist says it is
(a demand that, in my opinion, has
used up its credit).

Another new motif that appears in
the retrospective consists of cross-hatch-
ings in varieties of color, thickness, and
solidity. The hatchings are more sug-
gestive than the flagstones. For one
thing, through' constant shiftings of di-
rection they constitute a form of anima-
tion, and impart a surface shimmer to
the canvas akin to, though unlike, Pol-
lock’s skeins of thrown paint. In that
respect, the hatchings are late Abstract
Expressionism.  “Weeping  Women”
(1975) and “End Paper” (1976)
demonstrate the capacity of this motif
for arousing feeling through color, as in
a storm-darkened landscape. Johns’ use
of the hatchings in a poster that he exe-
cuted for the retrospective, and in a
lithograph that appears on the back
cover of the catalogue, seems to me to
sum up his essential vision. The poster
presents an image of his Savarin-can-
with-paintbrushes sculpture in which
the brushes consist of vertical paint
strokes against a background of the zig-
zagging strokes of the hatchings—a
synthesis of Johns’ theme of things
changed into paint and paint into the
images of things. The masterwork
among the current signs included in the
retrospective is “Untitled” (1972). A
huge painting and collage, it consists
of a panel of hatchings, two panels of
flagstones, and a panel of wooden
slats crossing each other at random, on
which are mounted parts of the human
body in pink plaster (the body parts, a
third new motif for Johns, are a remi-
niscence of inserts of plaster faces and
organs in two early “Target”s). The
lack of reference of the motifs of “Un-
titled” stresses the arbitrariness that has
replaced Johns’ original objectivism—

an arbitrariness far exceeding that pro-
duced by stract Expressionist in-
wardness, since inwardness imposes

necessities that tend toward an order.
—HAROLD ROSENBERG
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JASPER JOHNS:

‘| have attemptecl
to develop my
thinking in such
a way that the
work l've done
is not me.’

8Y VIVIEN RAYNOR
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Lioulevards of Manhattan, Ioustlon Streel Is,
10 pail, a Mason-Dixon Line protecting the
new allists' settlement of Sollo Anchored at
the Easl River by projecls, It runs across the
island through tenements, playgrounds and
gas slations and past the boeee court at First
Aveiitie Al thie Bowery, if you don't make the
light a pack ofindigent window-washers will
descend onyour car lo threaten it with greasy
rags i relurn for change Dividing SoHo from
NoHo. it stands between the high-rises of
NMYU and the cast-iron loft district. At Sixth
Aveiiue. this great wide street splits into two
ordinary ones, these proceed by way of ele-
gant anti-climax tnrough older artists’
neighborhoods of the Village to the west
walerfront

Al tne corner of Houston and Essex Streets
1S a large building that 1s something of a
neighborhood landmaik. It 1s a 19th-century
yellow-brick cube standing on a molded
base, with enormous windows and a corniced
roof  When its lights are on at night
rows of house plants inside cast mtrmatg;
shapes on the frosted glass, and it is
allogether an eccentric and inspiring sight
in this Lower East Side wasteland

Formerly the Provident Loan Society, this
15 the bank Jasper Johns bought in 1967
fhen, it was actually a pawnshop (among
whose now-illustrious clients, in the 1940s,
were Barnell and Annalee Newinan). Johns
_hose the building because he had got tired
ol living i a lot of little rooms” on Riverside
L iz penthouse view notwithstanding
and had begun to want one hig space

7. <. 14

At the moment of meeting a prominent
artist, one has already “consumed” 2 large
part of him, taking a kind of pride in an imag;-
nary intimacy that is, to say the least, very
lopsided. Like seeing a famous film actor in
the flesh, it1s always a surprise, even though
one knows a great deal about him through
his work and through the opinions of cihers,
It is customary, after such a meeting 10 «ay,
“He is just hke" or, “He 1s nothing like

As is appropriate for someone conc: -«
with modulations of meaning Jzsper - -
is “‘nothing like.”" The author of 2 metic
hermetic and, for some, troublesome

of wark, he is a large man witn = grz
open manner. The subject of sume ¢
densest scholarly writing of the accace
likes to lounge and make smallialk, 10 2« e
and be amused This seminal figure of 5 sai-
cal mavement says. ‘'I've never neen
interested in the idea of maovements, I'm very
devoled to the idea of ane persan working,
and seeing what he does.” Furthermore, he
disposes of the whole matter of influence by
observing, [he problem with influences is
that the thing or persor you say is an influ-
ence has ta accept some of the blame for
what you've done,’ and laughing uproari-
ausly

Johns 1s a highly intelligent, nervous and
lotally attentive personality. He speaks with
great lucidity in King James' version rhythms
that are perhaps less apparent when written
down. Questions are met by long silences,
then answered with a precision that is partly
legalistic, partly reminiscent of a dialogus
with G E Moore, as parodied by the actors
of * Beyond the Fringe."' On occasion, as
when the conversation veered toward
Rauschenberg's dedication to art and
technology, John's discretion is lowered like
a portcullis: | have an idea about that, but
I don't think it would be useful.”” He has a
remoteness that, while very amiable, makes
allquestions sound vaguely coarse and Irrele-
vant. One feels all too much a part of the
outside world that he perceives as continually
“trying to figure out what's going to happen,
rather than seeing what happens. Everyone
is looking for reassurance about what is
about to take place!"

Johns' surroundings are easygeing and
quite stark; he no longer spends much time
in his Houston Street studio. White walls —
they must be three stories high, or more — {
enclose a working and living area of which
the accoutrements seem to disappear in the
vast space. A ping-pong table in the middle
seems no bigger than a footstool. There is
not much art around. A Chamberlain sculp- *
ture is perched high near one of the two
entrances; there is a small Japanese pinball
machine which might also be listed as an art
object. Most of the collection on view hangs
in a low-ceilinged annex, the rear vart of
which is Johns' bedroom.
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One wall features a blackboard-like paint-
tng by Cy Twombly, covered with rows of
loopy chalk scrawls. The opposite wall is
hung with framed drawings by Magritte, de
Kooning and Steinberg, to name a few. There
is also a Schwitters, as well as a couple of
pages of a music score by Morton Feldman
which qualify quite prettily as drawings. An
adjoining room contains an unfamiliar (to me)
canvas by Johns, involving an area filled with
flagstone shapes of mainly white impasto. In
one corner of the polished wood floor is a
sculpture by Richard Serra; made by setting
up a caldron of lead over a fire, standing a
large metal plate at right angles to the floor
and ladling lead against plate and wall, it has
three or four parallel ridges a few inches high,
with the plate embedded in the final one.

There is a rumor that Jasper Johns has
recently been concentrating a great deal on
making prints, and that in the process, he
has been experimenting, perhaps even
revolutionizing lithography with techniques
that are either new or that are new combina-
tions of existing ones. Johns says: '‘The prints
may be more public now, but I've not been
any more absorbed in them. | am still painting
...Idon't know what people would call new
techniques, | don't know what they mean. All
| of them are known and are fairly conven-
tional. The only thing that's been new in my
work is the use of the offset press at Tanya
Grosman's. She got the press for the purpose
of—I don't know why she got it, but anyway
she got one. She was always opposed to it,
you know. She always wanted everything on
stone. [With offset] the image comes out
the same way you did it [not reversed, as
in lithography], so it's a different kind of
thinking—if backwards and forwards means
anything to you. It has, of course, been very
‘| important to me, because | have worked with
!_ things that have a left and right orientation."
The proliferation of prints by Johns and
| other well-known artists has sometimes been
considered as part of a general impulse to
make art less exclusive. Johns likes the fact
that his art is more available—"If indeed it
1s, and if that is the function of printmaking.
dun't really believe it's true, because prints
app-al to possessiveness in people even
note than painting does. It's probably inter-
j what prints you have and what you
dot have, and you know there's always the
poo bility of getting what you don’t have;
whe zas in painting, that's just not true.”
1ou started in 1960 with Tanya Grosman,”
fes, I'd never made a print. | still don't
know how to do it. | don't know how to treat
a stone, how to make it print. If [ were left
In the studio, | think | could figure it out,
because |'ve seen a good deal done, but I've
never done it. | simply draw on the stone and
then watch what the other people do to it
.. Jt's marvelous when you're working with
someone who seems to know really what he

is doing."

“Isitthat printsare justachange of medium
for you, or is there something extrayou don't
find in painting?"

“‘Well—one thing is that in printmaking,
one works with other people. That to me is
of very great importance. If | go into a shop
where there are three or four people to help
me work, then | feel | have to be at work.
| work a little differently than if I'm in my studio
with nobody about.”

‘‘Are you a gregarious person?"

“Idon't know. | just know that in the studio
I'm doing all of the work and I'm fairly lazy,
and have never taken any pleasure in compul-
sive work."

“Max Kozloff wrote once of your way of
caressing a canvas all over with brushstrokes
as if it were some enormous erogenous zone.
It's surprising to hear you're not interested
in the sheer act of work."

“Well—I try to do it as well as | can.”

Do you have anything that could be called
a routine?"

| have worked at Gemini two or three times
in the past four years."

“They said you were the hardest of all to
print!”

“They like to exaggerate. When | go there,
| don't just go to California to make one print
—it's with some idea of doing a fair-sized

S | have no wor
Up with none." (He referred to his ba
, later in the conversation, as

Ude there's no
great significance—creative or financial—to
your having made prints for the last ten years
or so?"

“The significance is probably in the terms
of whoever thought to ask this. That is, my
prints fetch higher prices on the market than
most peoples,’ but then my paintings also
fetch high prices. Let's see, I'm doing a print
for Multiples because a friend of mine is
doing a portfolio, and one for Vingtieme
Siecle; that's all I'm doing at the moment."

For some time now, Johns has been rebuild-
ing a house in St. MaaFten, with a view to
living there most of the time. Recalling com-
bat stories told by other Caribbean settlers
about the difficulties of transporting objects
as mundane as refrigerators, let alone litho-
graphic equipment, | asked how he would
continue to print.

‘I won't."

“What will you do?"

“Swim! No, I'm trying to get it set up so
that ! can paint.lassume I'll continue printing.
| don't know. | don't have that kind of plan,
really. What I've been doing is, | print and
| paint and | occasionally make a sculpture,
and every now and again | make drawings.
| don't feel very programmed."

We drifted for a while into a discussion of

whether art had become just another indus-
try. For him this was not the precise word
for the situation, but it led him to comment
on what he called the “‘unclearness” of soci-
ety, so that “‘the things which were the foun-
dations of art—the conventions and opposi-
tions to conventions—no longer apply. Soci-
ety is now too rich to accommodate that kind
of simplemindedness, so someone like me—I|
end up with just me, and | do what | do without
any strong sense of its importance. At a cer-
tain point, one feels idealistic—that one will
put oneself to good use. . .being a painter.
Then later on, one comes up with the question
of whether it js of any use—I'm not sure
whether it is or not. But in my life, it's too
late—| mean, it would just be a hideous
tragedy if | decided it were completely use-
less''—he broke out laughing at the
thought—"unless | just did it with some sense
of humor, and I'm willing to do that. Neverthe-
less, I've trained myself to deal with the things
| deal with too completely to throw them
aside. | don't think | could just throw over
my devotion to the visual arts.”

"Do you believe new art is a criticism of
the old?"

| think art criticizes art, | don't know if
it's in terms of new and old. It seems to me
old art offers just as good a criticism of new
art as new art offers of old."”

Ambiguity and enigma being important
qualities in Johns' work, the question arose
as to whether their presence did not explain
or even justify public misunderstanding and
misuse of his work. ‘I think," he said, in parry
rather than reply, “the artist is not tied to
the public use of his work. There can be feed-
back, but if one has to identify with the way
one's work is used, then [ think most artists
would feel misused. So | think it's best to
cut oneself off from what happens after.”

““Can you conceive of some ideal recep-
tion?"

“No, because my work is in part concerned
with the possibility of things being taken for
one thing or another—with questionable
areas of identification and usage and pro-
cedure—with thought rather than with secure
things." .

““|s there any one person who has said the
right thing about it, any one interpreter?""

“I'm always astonished anyone has any-
thing to say aboutitand I'm always interested
if they can, because | find it very hard to say
anything. . .If | felt my work was any one thing,
if it was saying—like a teacher—this is the
way you're to behave toward it, then | might
have some ideas about it. Mostly | think I've
dealt with things by pointing at them in a
certain way, seeing if it would change what
the thing was, and that allows anyone to do
whatever he pleases. There are certain things
awriter could say that | would reply to, ‘You're
wrong,’ or, 'Isn't it marvelous that you feel
close to the way | feel?'"

“You have in the past shown some impa-
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tience with critics. Would you care to reveal
your present feeling?"

Afteran especially long pause, he answered
in a very small voice, '‘I'm very tolerant,” and
laughed.

It is hard to be in Jasper Johns' company
for long without being impressed by his
philosophical detachment, and relaxed by it.
| asked if he had always enjoyed this state
of apparent grace, whether he had achieved
it in his earlier, poorer days.

“No, it isn't a product of luxury. | have
attempted to develop my thinking in such a
way that the work I've done is not me—not
to confuse my feelings with what | produced.
| didn't want my work to be an exposure of
my feelings. Abstract-Expressionism was so
lively—personal identity and painting were
more or less the same, and | tried to operate
the same way. But | found | couldn’t do any-
thing that would be identical with my feelings.
So | worked in such a way that | could say
that it's not me. That accounts for the separa-
tion."

“How about the nature of your early ambi-
tions?"

“Well—I'm going to say what |'ve said many
times before. From early childhood | was
going to be an artist. | was always going to
be an artist, that was my intention. | went

to school, | worked, | went into the army and
came out, and | worked. In the early '50s |
was going to be an artist, and | kept meeting
people who were artists, and | thought, 'Here
| am, still going to be an artist.” What was
different? What needed to be changed, so
that | would be, rather than going to be? It
was then | decided | would only allow myself
to do what | couldn’t not do, and whatever
| did would have to represent myself as an
artist. There was a change in my spirit, in
my thought and my work, as well as some
doubt and terror."

“‘What period of your work reflects this

change?”

1953-4." 7 )

“Have you ever tdught?"

“No. I've been asked to teach and have
hedged. Then when it became apparent |
wouldn't have to, | said no. The reason is
that I've never studied formally. . ."

“Not at Black Mountain with Albers?"

“No. | know it's come out in a number of
books, but | never went to Black Mountain.
| met Albers when we were photographed
together by Mr. Penn, but | don't know him.
I've always been terrified of walking into a
room and telling people what to do. Have you
ever taught?”

“No, I've always been terrified too. My fear
is giving a talk on some artist, and waking
up at the end to find I've been calling him

‘“ideas that came out of living, not about

by the wrong name.”

““That happened to me once—| was
introduced to Cartier-Bresson and spent the
whole evening calling him Mr. Breton.”

What cannot be conveyed about this
experience with Johnsis that it often felt more
like an exchange than an interview. To be
responded to rather than merely answere«!
as well as sometimes being questioned bac
isan odd experience for a reporter. Neverti i«
less, it is hard—and probably pointless o
try—to reconcile Johns' aura of sociabi
with the other impression of almost prie "
apartness. It is also difficult to visual
exactly what he means when he say<
propos his friendship with other artists
Rauschenberg and Cage and their mutuec
understanding and influence, that any idca:
for art that came out of the association were

making something artificial.”

Possibly an anecdote he told about|

Duchamp illuminates the spirit of what we,
out here, would call a movement, and, to
some extent, of Jasper Johns himself. A noted
critic wrote, some years ago, what was consid
ered a really vicious review of a Duchamp
exhibition. Asked if he had seen it, Duchamp
said he had indeed read it two or three times
What did he think? "'You know," he said, “it's
very good and, each time | read it, it gets
better.” [l

FROM MILLAIS TO MIRO
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ly high ns, look-alike seni
d Juniors, and & touch or two of incest. -
Jolins has often ch to work with' motifs whldr

are in themselves familiar, and to go on from there to
develop a seemingly limitless expressive potential. Thi
was the case with his paintings, drawings and prints
of flags, | targets, ‘maps, numbers and alphabets. It was
also the case with his ale cans, paintbrushes ij in an 3
empty coffee tin, and the on ils i

Either way, the new p:
use of encaustic; the mediunt which
many of John's most conspicuou:
1960's. The paint stru which resull
eloquence sunk within it are strips
Just once or twice Johns munduus
mark W*B,éh e used in gau;e:‘-ye:
iron, for ins

catafalque. As Johnshirnse]{ said more than a decade ago *

“I used things the mind already knows. That gave me S

room to work on other levels.”

" To these praocmpldons he brought an unmatched
ptlety of expression, plus the ability to pile meaning

upon meaning in ways not rivaled by anyone now livin;

sﬁ'mhlng himself, he stretches us also. If we look long'and

closely at "Dwer," the huge and tmebmuqdnyﬂng by Johns

which dominates the “Drawing Now"” exhibition at -

the Museum of Modemn Art, we may decide that its -

{rue pomt of comparison is not so much with lnythlnx

else in lhcshow as with Runbnndt.

o ° °

“Diver” data frnm 1963. Since then, Johns has bee)
more and more chary of the big, old-style conl‘ronunm
th the public which is implied in & one-man show
of new work. (This is, in fact, his first show f thal
kind in elght years.) This time he has not s
from “th things the mind already knows,” but !rom a motit
which IS intrinsicall,
it.is a repeated.cluster of forms, finger-
und finger-shaped, which- lpmdl itself al! 0
vaper or canvas,
The clusters have no p:rxicu]nr sense of dlrecuo
no; dogs aj e cluster lead Coll

ions within the given eld; sometimes
ese are literal, 2s when Johns locks several dlsﬁqpt !
canvases together to make the compleled P tm 5
ometimes they are”

y- both neutral and quite inéxpressive; " 1
a v

1stance, We
newsprint as reading’
- rather to thicken the visual

~ of direct staunlent to the m
of the . Refere

to the umat of a . wwh
2 purely form:l llmlfiance.‘*

i

oesn’t do, finally, assume
‘plctures are the most mportmt."
are statements as den

"Aufobingraph}"' is the
of pamtmgs. old and
Ctispo. Gal

e
formerly occupied by the aa‘mﬁdsmﬁ
E% Jets, wWith the result that |
can’ cover the work of more than lo~yenrsv
very ]n-ge) in “some depth; -

‘When Lowe" “Nesbitt arrived in New Yor
At the age of 30, he benn to study the city in t
a »phn(o-mhmc vision that did not,. howey:
elemﬂ\ls of other disciplines.. He dldn’ at all
motif had\ lmngeness‘lhl(
surrealists; his frontal nudles of cle
have a presence which is akin to th
nrlx wwn.mpes. for instance,
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tmnsaboutzzo worksbyBarusts,
3 angfmgrtmm pioneer modernists,

e, to pop personages of
3 ﬁ(k,suchas Roy Lichtenstein,
Claes ~Oldenburg and Andy

tion seems to be all about connois-
seurshlp, offering little to think
bout but much to dazzle the eye.

 past 20 years have investigated

3 de- |
fined by the end of the 17th centu-

£y.” She claims that artists of the

and reevaluated the nature of
drawing. “me this process of
and
has moved from one context‘ that
of a ‘minor’ support medium, an
adjunct to painting and sculpture,
to another, that of a major and
independent medium with distinc-
tive expressive possibilities alto-
gether its own.”"

While allowing that all drawing
is conceptual in essence, Rose pri-
marily concerns herself with
drawings that do not depict con-

ventional subject matter (which is |

to say about 99 per cent of all the
world's drawings). She quests for
‘the sort of drawing that ‘‘is most
‘msistent on its own logic as a

'marked off from tﬁt.»:est f the

0-| show is Robert R

wuﬂd, The space of Hlusonmm
5 with the s

5 as the heyno(e of the

Erased de Kooni
_berg, then in his prankwh twenties, | dition to the Le
asked de Kooning (nr a pencil | berg pieces,

g.’" (Rauschen-

d

notonous work of 1953, the

then p d to delib-| extremes of

erately erase it in a r gnizably | show

SN RS

ket
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