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The Laconic Painter

with his “Black aintings” ( l‘)58~(»0),‘ composed of broad stripes of
Jck paint on white-primed canvas, Frank Stella is said to have
B od the way for Minimalism more than any other artist.! A pusm-
Ol?el(l; features of the paintings, including “their monochrome flat-
Ez;, their mechanical execution, and the unusual thickness of their
trames,” Were indeed taken up by Minimalists.? However, as well as
a reduced formal language, b“tcllzl was also substantially responsible
for a new kind of artistic self-conception. In the following pages. |
take Srtistic self-conception to mean the image artists have of them-
selves as artists, taking the form of self-representations staged
across avariety of mediayWhile there are thus distinetly imaginary
and performative components to this artistic self-conception, it’s
also communicated through the artistic work and sometimes appears
in aestheticized form.
With this in mind, Stella’s self-conception can be characterized
by his break with the conventional view of the artist that Caroline A.
Jones describes as a “terrifically sensitive person.”?® Rather than
appearing to be an artist who enriches his work with his ego, Stella
adopted the attitude and habits of an industrial worker, and sought to
free his work of “human touch.”* Hollis Frampton’s legendaryv photo
series “The Secret World of Frank Stella” (1958-62) shows Stella,
his self-conception vividly palpable, painting in his studio: Stella’s
performance is that of the laconic painter, casually and mechanically
doing his work, without visible internal participation, sometimes
with one hand in his pocket. Like a dutiful housepainter, he evenly
fills the canvas with black stripes, as if to advertise his artistic
self—conception with absolute clarity. But at the same time, the “Black
4intings” also do justice to the specific format of canvas painting,
z‘l’;]csst:es vi»;}::ite-p.rim.ed canvas between the stripes r‘cmains visib'l%‘.
imself a5 4 Oupoint' it out. To t.he same degree tlmt btel.li'l \p’ort'r‘d:\‘ \—
his “Blacjc P:in!:'e y l,I,rlplemer}tlxlg agent—as an 'QxecExtlv\ t-‘l;“:t
Medium, [¢ yag iﬁgs also pOlI"lt t.oward the partlcul:mt'.\ otft mui I
st art orig; this charac.terlstlc that won the approy :11‘0 moder
1¢s, with figures like Clement Greenberg attesting to the
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of anxiety of influence to be found }?crc! Even today, Stella’s “Black
painti ngs” are r‘eg,jirded as prototy_pncal of the new paradigm. In
works, serialism and modulan't}' are just as significant as the wav
(heir visual structure—a pattern of stripes—derives from a basic
metric form that is simply repeated and extended within the pic-
corial space. Of course the artist had first to make a decision on
that basic ggq)m’g.(nc clcmf.-nt. in this case stripes, thereby ensuring the
continued significance ol authorship. But the resulting patterns
are also the product of a system created quasi-automatically by the
stripes themselves. For this reason, Stella’s early work is often
credited with undermining the principle of authorship.'" The black
enamel paint also contributes to the impersonal impression of
the “Black Paintings,” giving their surface the rich, glossy texture of
an industrial product. Moreover, the symmetry of the stripes’ ar-
rangement, along with the uniformity of the pattern produced, has
encouraged the belief among Stella’s anti-modernist viewers that the
“Black Paintings” s > of the illusionism of
painting.'? Admittedly, Stella himself encouraged this viewpoint: 1
his well-known 1959 Pratt Institute lecture, he insisted that he wanted
to “force” illusionistic space out of his painting “at a constant rate.” '
On the basis of statements like this, the literature on Stella has
long held that these pictures marked a point in abstract painting
at which it could no longer create “any form of illusion.”'* However,
some critics have objected to this anti-illusionist consensus, led by
Bochm: as early as 1977, he suggested that Stella’s “Black Paintings”
did not, in fact, abolish the figure-ground relation at all.’s And as
long as a difference could be discerned between figure and ground,
between black stripes and white canvas, illusionism was not far
away. According to Boehm, a distinetion can also be made bet\')veerl
the glossy and matt black on the canvas, which creates an.addl'
tional effect of depth.' In addition, he suggests that (e i
“frayed edges” that are readable as trac :
which remain quite present in the pictures. RAPIHLE - ure
Stella is revealed as neither a mere «dxecutive artist nor a p

th claims
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Painting as Self-Conception

However, this focus on the painterly is not without Problep M
recently, the major Stella retrospective at the Whitney Museyy, iost
New York (2015-16) made a point of discussing his carly wor “[flith
a greater emphasis on questions of painting. Michae] Auping Note
as Boehm had before him, the “slightly feathered”—ip other yog,
frayed—quality of the edges of the lines in the “Black Paintings,” ’
For Auping, this impression of “spatial depth” was amplified by
fact that the stripes are not in straight lines, creating an illusion
of “soft vibration.”™® So he, too, finds illusion and optical effects i
Stella’s early work. But however correct this sort of observation,
it tends to relegate Stella’s “Black Paintings” to a conventional cop.
ception of painting—possibly even a conservative one. [ believe this
misses what was specifically at stake with these paintings in his-
torical terms; moreover, it allows what was at stake in them to be
forgotten, which to my mind seems fatal. There is certainly no doubt
that the pictures, most basically by being painted, deploy a painterly
rhetoric, and for this reason have not entirely broken with tradi-
inting. It’s also true that in looking at some of the
ich as‘Delphine and Hippolyte (1957), theey
“labyrinthine imprisonment” (the phras¢
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not be confused with the rea.l meaping’ of thfair art, it’s nonetheless
significant here that Stella hlms.elt dr‘ew an inner connection be-
(ween an artist’s painting and h{s selt-con‘ception. For Stella, to be

a painter meant “to profess one’s own self-conception.”?? Self-
conception here does not refer only to something individual, he
added, but rather to an identity “big enough that everyone can partic-
ipate in it.” Obviously other people should also identify with this
self-conception he limns. It’s not so much the creator’s own self-
conception that’s at stake in Stella’s pictures—this would be a reduc-
tively biographical position. Instead, the pictures articulate a larger
identity, something bigger than ourselves. This calls to mind the
divine force that began to be associated with painting in the early
modern era. Self-conception in Stella’s work means a particular
conception of painting, one with echoes of sixteenth-century person-
ifications of painting.2* Through its personified representation,
painting is compared with an act of creation, lending it agency. I
would argue that an echo of this early modern idea of a quasi-automatic
painting is palpable in Stella’s pictures. But the afterlife of the trope

is clearly also present in many statements by modern artists, from
Francis Bacon to Stella, all of whom ascribe a subject position to
painting itself, as if it had an independent will, and the agency that
Ges with that.2 Certainly in the “Black Paintings” Stella opts to

use an apparently impersonal, serial procedure. But examined more
losely, the process actualizes the early modern trope of auto-
enerative image creation: the picture seems to have produced it-
elf 2/To a certain degree, this displacement—the move
a sole focus on the artist’s agency toward painting as a quasi agent—
is the very point of Stella’s early painting.jfor example, his pro -
matic declaration, “My pictures are pictures about ‘being painting,”*
makes a claim for a “being” of painting with its own form of exist-
ence and aliveness. In the midst of Stella’s industrial aesthetic, the
carly modern ideal of aliveness enjoys a surprising renaissance.’®
Stella’s “being painting” refers to a being that necessarily surpasses
the painter’s own singular, temporally limited being. References to

this larger identity also suggest that Stella’s attempts (o remove traces
of himself from his paintings fuel a vitalistic projection that painting

: , » " - o
Fe MC TUC 1Isn4NCRcALi Al NNt icoLd Il.- |@



has a life of its own. In this context, it’s revealing that i
from the early 1960s were often compared to the Creatiop 2
commercial brand.?* The point of a brand is to surpass ; its %
Creator even if it bears his name. Precisely because jtg 61
goes far beyond its creator, a brand can develop a forge of a
that remains bound up with its creator’s name.

High Impact through Symmetry

; 1 aspect of Stella’s brand, his impersonal-persong] %“.
that like Barnett Newman before him, he sought to free himselj

ompositional deli In any case, for artists hkeg&
and Donald Judd the idea of comp051t10n was associated with the
European tradition of “relatiopal painting,” which they fe should b
completely abandoned.’™For them, relational painting referredyg
an obsolete idea of painting, one still striving for balance between
torial elements to create illusionistic pictorial spage—Tmrt s
lecture at the Pratt Institute, Stella attempted to clearly dlstanceh-
self from this idea: “The painterly problems of what to put here
and there and how to make it go with what was already there,” he
said, were ultimately “unsatisfactory” and thus worn out. To finda
“better way” he argued for the idea of symmetry: “Make it the same
all over.”?? Through symmetry, regular patterns could be created, -
thwarting the emergence of illusionistic space. But artists like Newmat:
Stella,,.Andre, and Judd not only pnzed symmetry as the anudwt




sy, artists like Aleksandr Rodchenko
composition in favor of construction!
contested any suggestion that European geometrical abstraction
had played a role in his work. He went so far as to emphasize his
dislike for the work of artists like Rodchenko or Kazimir Malevich.3
[nstead of considering historical predecessors as influential on
his approach, he sought to inscribe the “Black Paintings” into the
history of Abstract Expressionism, although they in fact marked
a break with the self-conception of that movement. In one interview,
he insisted that the “Black Paintings” merely represented a version
of Abstract Expressionism.? A particular concern was to under-
score Willem de Kooning’s influence: he emphasized that de Kooning,
like himself, worked with a “house painter’s brush” using a “house
painter’s technique.” 37 Stella clearly did everything he could to
situate his work within recent American painting, but this came at
the cost of dismissing all European influences. However, the prin-
ciple of Stella’s modular system is already visible in Rodchenko’s
work, as the art historian Maria Gough has convincingly argued.®®
(iltl;a work like Spatial Construction no. 12 (ca. 1920s), Rodchenko

o derived the pattern from an originally geometric form, in this
case the ellipse, which is repeated and made three-dimensional. As
Gough sees it, even Stella’s famous dictum, “What you see is what
you see,” is a revenant of Rodchenko’s ideal of faktura, according to
which the work should present nothing more than its constitutive
elements, its own mode of construction. Just as Rodchenko’s Pure Red ’
Color (1921) consists exclusively of canvas and paint, Stella also
insisted that there was nothing more to see in his paintings than paint
v 8 Stella, almost in the same breath, inststed
f the “Black Paintings”—"“every picture

hat the work should be turned into

“of the Russian constructivists.




Module with Human Force

Thanks to th@nti—compositional rhetoric of artists like Stella ¢, 3
ILS easy to overlook that they do, in fact, préserve a Temnancy
COmposition in their artistic process. Simply by choosing a parg;
element as the basis of their serial structure, they are making aeula,
compositional decision. There is clearly no getting away from, Som,
residual element of composition, even in anti-compositiong] Daint‘e
ing.\Ultimately, even the pictures’ impression of auto-generatiye ;

creation can be traced back to a decisiotl_l'nfade.by thea\rtisﬁ In th;g
way, Stella is ultimately responsible for the way the stripes in TUTkish

AMbo (1959-60) seem to bend, as if intending to move in 4 dm
ent direction on their own. He remains the author of the Suggestio
of self-motivated activity—he was its initiator. The suggestion ig
even clearer in his 1960 aluminum series in which the stripes haye the
power to impose their external form on the canvas. The pictures
have holes or indentations, as seen in Averroes (1960), as if vielding
to the force of the stripes and making room for them. In other

works, like Kingsbury Run (1960), it appears as if the corners of the
picture plane have been trimmed on account of the dynamic pat-
tern of stripes. Thus, as Stella correctly observed, the stripes in these
aluminum pictures possess “more individuality.”#! In fact, the
sheer willfulness of their “behavior” is on par with that of individuals.
One might say the “shaped canvases” of Stella’s aluminum and
copper pictures (1960-61) present an idea of painting reaching beyond
its own support medium, the painted canvas, forcing it to change
its form, as for example in Qphir (1960-61).42 To put it another way,
a shape is imposed on the canvas, which is the result of the dyna-
ism of the 2 stripes. In this way, the canvas mutates. A0

eontributing to this process of dynamization is the enormous
thickness of the stretcher frame: in a painting like Ileana Sonnabe’
( » the sheerdistance between the painting an‘d’tmcref
ates the impression that its trapezoid shape is aggressively burst
outward. The picture pushes out into the room, asserting a gredt®!
authority,»




Stella’s “Irregular Polygons” (1965—'67) are reliefs whose geo-

etric forms seem wec%esl togfather as if by their own free will. The
drew much criticism from devotees of Minimalism, while

e modernist advocates—.—above ‘all -M.ichael Fried—were enthusi-
sstically in favor.** In his history of Minimal art, James Meyer ex-
plains that an important reason why Stella’s literalistic colleagues felt
betrayed by the “Irregular Polyg('ms” series (1965-66), was the way
the spatiality of the colored reliefs created optical illusions.* Even
today, criticism of the “Irregular Polygons” claims they mark a sharp
break with the principles of Stella’s previous pictures, akin to a fall
from grace. However, I would argue the contrary: that the pictures
extend the logic of the “Black Paintings,” even taking it to the extreme.
In place of apparently self-acting, dynamic patterns of stripes, the
“Irregular Polygons” feature geometric forms (triangles, squares,
trapezoid forms) wedged together in similarly dynamic constellations.
At times, the shapes even look to be locked in a struggle against each

pictur es

Frank Stella, Chocorua IV, 1966
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living an independent life.
Paint Lives

For this suggestion of self-acting forms to work, 09lor comes to pl
a greater role in Stella’s work after 1965. As mentioned, in the
“Black Paintings” Stella used viscous black enamel paint, which p,
said he wanted to leave in its original condition: “I tried to keep
the paint as good as it was in the can.”” When taken from the can, this
paint is akin to a ready-made, but this does not reduce paints po-
tential for affective, psychological, and bodily experience in any way*
On the contrary, it could be argued that industrial paint only dis-
plays its intrinsic affective-bodily potential when seen its pure state
unmixed and undiluted. Left untouched by Stella, the paint’s rich
gloss texture is visible, just as it would be, say, on a freshly painted
radiator. He is clearly concerned with the tactile appeal of these
surfaces to increase painting’s force of attraction. In later works, like
one version of Moultonboro (1966), fluorescent paints and mate-
rials create an enormous luminescence of color: at times, they shine
W seem to reach out from the wall into the space ”
pe - only also played this role—as vitality-producer{-in
P :ﬁv-ﬁsmmmmed color to be the
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Painting as a Self-Determined Being

Using Stella’s early work as an example, I have demonstrated how
the break with certain painterly traditions (expression, composition)
has given the impression that a painting acts of its own accord,

and perhaps even has a life of its own.5! Gottfried Boehm, who intuited
early on this sudden shift from critique of painting into a return

of pictorial essentialism, observed that the “Black Paintings,” in dis-
pensing with conventions immanent to the image, brought forward
“new kinds of being." Interestingly, Boehm became convinced that
the pictures dealt with subject-like forms. Stella’s contemporaries
also had a keen sense for the way his pictures—in particular the alu-
minum paintings like Avicenna (1960)—appeared to have the force
of a living being. In 1964, the critic Bruce Glaser said of Stella’s

aluminum pictures: “You can feel it behind you even when vou've
”~ /

Frank Stella, Avicenna, 1960
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effect of presence, analogous to that set off within us

human counterpart. But how can a painted im

person, a o2 Through the suggestion of self-:

with a person’s presence: ERiERE |
To the degree that the «Black Paintings” dispense with task

to painting, such as composition or expression, they have the 4
determination modeled on that of the modery

bt ‘s kind of analogy is predicated on understan; v
the work of artas a “TW’“ Of course:.ﬂ. |
Grks are not subjects, bu ppear as representatives of the Sllb-. !
ject. In other words, a certain understanding of the subject appegrs
within them, entering into tense reciprocal relations with the self-
conception of the artist. Thus, on the one hand, Stella’s early works
are indebted to an ideal subject, controlled by unknown drives but

nonetheless ultimately self-determining (and always seen as male).

in postwar New York, this was a popular response to a growing sense
of precariousness of the subject.’ On the other hand, these works
deploy a kind of subject-critical method, reminiscent of the loss of
self-assurance also experienced by the subject in the 1950s.%
Intellectuals and authors in the postwar period ultimately tended
to see themselves as being confronted by anonymous structures and
processes, to which they believed themselves powerlessly in thrall™
Interestingly, these social structural processes, in a way comparabl
to Stella’s system of stripes, were ascribed characteristics like auton*
omy or momentum: for this reason, they were regarded as only
minimally subject to control.5® Analogously to a political attitude 0!
resigned withdrawal in the face of over-powerful social structtr®
and pressures, Stella’s “Black Paintings” can be read as allegories
autonomously guided, all-powerful systems that curtail any subje®
tive room for maneuver.? Some of their titles—Arbeit machth €t 0;
Die Fahne hoch!—also contribute to a sense that the painting e
been, as it were, transformed by history, or to be more precise: o :
the history of totalitarian extermination in the concentratio™ oadf
as Benjamin H. D. Buchloh has convincingly argued.® ’l‘raditionﬂl

bourgeois subjectivity has been obliterated.

got your back turne
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Then again, ¢ the same degrée' to which the “Black Paintings,’
q on the level of process, relativize the meaning of their creator’s
. biectivity, they can also be read as modeling an ideal of self-
Zttirmined subjectivity. Ultimately, they give up the articulation and
elationality immanent to the picture only in order to do something
that is more and more demanded from contemporary social subjects:
o become agents of their own transformation.®' Paradoxically, the
suggestion of self-acting subject in the “Black Paintings” would
thus contain both an echo of a resigned attitude—typical of postwar
intellectuals, who invoked all-powerful systems to justify their own
withdrawal—and a look forward to the contemporary economic
subject, obliged to take responsibility for itself, to take its life into
its own hands. In this way, structural and systemic problems are
today transformed into individual inadequacy. Here, perhaps, is the
ultimate source of the actuality of Stella’s early work: it conjures

up contrarian conceptions of the subject that are both historical and
absolutely contemporary.



