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Divide and Conquer

HOLLAND COTTERHOLLAND COTTER  l  ART REVIEW

“Jasper Johns: Mind/Mir-
ror,” the largest survey of 
the artist’s work anywhere 
to date, officially opens next 
Wednesday, and is designed 
to be not just a blockbuster, 
but a blockbuster x 2.

The American artist’s 
last East Coast survey, at 
the Museum of Modern Art 
in 1996, had 225 works; 
the new one has twice that 
number. The earlier show 
filled two floors of MoMA; 

this one spreads over two 
museums, the Whitney 
Museum of American 
Art and the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art. It looks 
differently splendid at each.

Should you make an 
effort to see both halves? 
Absolutely. They’ve been 
designed as separate but 
complementary experi-
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ences, and each, though 
different in content and 
emphasis, tells a full 
Johns story. Yet it’s the 
story they tell together 
that’s the truer one, the 
one that lets a notorious-
ly complicated body of 
art look and feel as richly 
original as it really is.

And that richer view 
seems necessary given 
that, despite Johns’s 
uncontested historical 

status, a critical consen-
sus on him remains un-
steady. It certainly was 
in 1996. One frequently 
voiced take on his career 
at the time was that he 
had a hot, fast, early run 
with his flags, maps and 
targets, then got tangled 
up in unproductive ex-
perimentation, and fi-
nally settled into decades 
of hermetically personal 
and repetitive work. He 
went from inspired Pop 

progenitor, proto-Con-
ceptualist and Neo-Dada 
game changer to teasing 
puzzle master.

One look at the 
new retrospective tells 
you that take was dead 
wrong. Repetition? His 
art is built on it. And it’s 
strategic and inventive. 
Six decades on, his ca-
reer — he’s 91 and still a 
studio rat — continues to 
be an active conceptual 
spreadsheet and a gener-

ative memory machine.
Personal? It’s the 

feature of his art I most 
treasure. He has always 
seemed drawn to, or at 
least unafraid of, subjects 
that his contemporaries 
ignore, or dodge, or 
handle with Teflon mitts: 
mortality, spirituality, 
human intimacy, and the 
fear of it. And, again, a 
sense of his investment 
in these elements comes 
through most clearly 
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when the span of his 
output — early and late, 
“major” and “minor” 
— is fully laid out, as 
it is in this two-venue 
retrospective, organized 
by Scott Rothkopf, senior 
deputy director and chief 
curator at the Whitney, 
and Carlos Basualdo, 
senior curator of 
contemporary art at the 
Philadelphia Museum.

Some of their paired 
thematic installations are 

straightforwardly his-
torical. Philadelphia rec-
reates a 1960 Johns solo 
exhibition at Leo Castelli 
Gallery, a show that still 
looks like a sendup of 
then-fashionable “action 
painting.” A correspond-
ing installation at the 
Whitney evokes a 1968 
Johns solo, in which the 
ethereal painting “Har-
lem Light” attests to his 
move to mural scale.

Two other now-

canonical monuments, 
“According to What” 
(1964) and “Untitled” 
(1972) — get rooms of 
their own, one at the 
Whitney, the other in 
Philadelphia. So do 
series of virtuosic prints. 
Lining a Whitney gallery 
is the great 1982 series 
of monotypes based on 
the artist’s 1960 bronze 
sculpture of a Savarin 
can. In the one in 
Philadelphia, large high-

color 1990s etchings, 
packed with quotes from 
older work, optically leap 
from the walls.

But it’s parts of the 
show less obviously fo-
cused on masterpiece dis-
plays that most interest 
me, because they seem to 
bring us — this is fanci-
ful, I know — closer to an 
artist who, though tight-
lipped about personal 
information, has consis-
tently embedded his art 
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with autobiographical 
data and personal emo-
tion that can be traced 
through “Mind/Mirror.”

Some facts of his 
life are well known. He 
was born in 1930 in 
Georgia, and grew up 
in South Carolina. After 
his parents divorced, 
when he was 2, he lived 
on and off with his 
mother, but mostly with 
grandparents and an 
aunt. After a year or so of 
college, he moved to New 
York City with ambitions 
to be an artist.

An Army stint 
during the Korean War 
took him to Japan, where 
he would later return. In 
1954, he was back in New 
York, and there he met 
Robert Rauschenberg, 
five years his senior and 
already an art-world 
star in the making. They 
lived together as lovers 
in Lower Manhattan, and 
hung out with another 
male couple, John Cage 
and Merce Cunningham. 
It was at this time that 
Johns produced his first 
American flag painting 
— owned by MoMA, it 
opens the Philadelphia 

half of the show — and 
made history.

In the context of 
New York art of the time, 
dominated by Abstract 
Expressionism, the pic-
ture was radical. Realis-
tic, impersonal, populist, 
inherently political, it 
was everything, or a lot, 
that AbEx was not. Paint-
ings of other “found” 
images emerged from 
Johns’s studio: targets, 
United States maps, and 
stencil-style numbers 
from 0 to 9.

The exhibition right-
fully gives them good 
play. The Whitney de-
votes a large gallery en-
tirely to flags and maps 
in varying sizes and 
media, and of different 
dates, from the 1950s to 
the 2000s. Philadelphia 
follows the same model 
in a gallery called “Num-
bers.” In addition to cel-
ebrating formal variety 
and conceptual subtlety, 
the parallel installations 
establish the idea of the 
eternal return of im-
ages in Johns’s art. Like 
memories and emotions, 
they keep coming back, 
with different weights 

and meanings at differ-
ent times and in differ-
ent contexts, always the 
same, never the same.

When Johns’s flags 
first appeared, though, 
what they changed 
forever was American 
art. They made gestural 
abstraction begin to look 
operatic and sappy and 
uncool. Their tightrope 
walk between depicting 
flags and actually being 
flags threw the art-
life divide, and values 
attached to it, into crisis, 
a little the way NFTs do 
today.

And while the flag 
paintings’ inexpressive, 
deadpan air was, for some 
viewers, an existential 
problem, for others it was 
a solution. Expressively, 
emotionally, these 
paintings seem to give 
nothing away; indeed, 
seemed to have nothing 
to give. And when the 
art historian Moira 
Roth wrote of certain 
art produced during 
the 1950s — an era of 
repressive politics and 
rampant homophobia 
— as representing a self-
protective “aesthetic of 

indifference,” she was 
talking about art like 
Johns’s. Viewed in the 
light of this show, even 
this earliest work is 
tinged with emotion — 
anxiety, if not active fear.

And anyway, banish-
ing feelings from art, if 
the feelings were strong, 
could only last so long. In 
1961, Rauschenberg left 
Johns for someone else 
and Johns, the vaunt-
ed anti-expressionist, 
brought anguish and 
anger to his work. Many 
of the paintings he pro-
duced that year and the 
next were in shades of 
gray, and their expres-
sive titles were unmis-
takably personal. “Liar” 
is stenciled across the top 
of a dour 1961 painting at 
the Whitney. Another, 
titled “Painting Bitten by 
a Man,” is scarred with 
tooth marks. A third, 
“Fool’s House,” in Phila-
delphia, has a broom at-
tached, as if to make a 
clean sweep.

And it can be no 
coincidence that several 
works from this time 
refer to gay cultural 
figures. The large, dark 
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1962-63 work in charcoal 
and paint on paper called 
“Diver,” one of Johns’s 
most beautiful works in 
any medium, is a homage 
to the poet Hart Crane, 
who jumped to his death 
from a ship after being 
caught cruising a sailor. 
(The Lower Manhattan 
building where Johns 
and Rauschenberg lived 
had views of Brooklyn 
Heights, where Crane 
once lived.)

Another elegiac 1961 
picture, “In Memory of 
My Feelings — Frank 
O’Hara,” takes its title 
from a lament on lost 
love by a gay poet who 
was a friend of Johns 
and an art-world fellow 
traveler. This picture 
appears at the Whitney in 
one of the retrospective’s 
most overtly biographical 
installations, titled 
“South Carolina.” 
After the breakup with 
Rauschenberg, Johns 
retreated to a beach house 
in his home state, and 
there his work began to 
lighten up, as evidenced 
by the 1964 “Studio,” a 
mural-like painting that 
incorporates a full-size 
imprint of a screen door, 
an image of a palmetto 
frond, a brush and a 
string of paint-spattered 
beer cans — real ones — 
dangling from its surface.

The corresponding 
installation in 
Philadelphia documents 
another important 
place in Johns’s life 
and art, Japan, where 
he traveled in 1964 
and where, thanks to 
artists he met there, his 
interest in printmaking 
intensified. One of 
his most celebrated 
assemblage paintings, 
“Watchman,” from 1964, 

is a centerpiece of this 
gallery, along with two 
works that incorporate a 
photograph of the artist, 
the only one that appears 
in his art. But the real 
glory is a selection of 
abstract prints Johns 
made between 1977 and 
1995 with Japanese 
artists in Tokyo and New 
York (he is seen in action 
in an accompanying film 
by Katy Martin).

These prints, com-
posed of unstable pat-
terns of crosshatched 
parallel lines, are collec-
tively titled “Usuyuki” or 
“light snow,” the name 
of an 18th-century Ka-
buki play that Johns has 
described as being about 
“the fleeting quality of 
beauty in the world.” 
Awareness of that reality 
has always been part of 
his art, and is especially 
pronounced in his late 
art, which is the work 
I’ve come to love most, 
precisely because it’s 
not arcane or hermetic; 
it’s fully felt and reality-
grounded.

I’m talking about 
paintings like the 1982 
“Perilous Night,” named 
for a Cage composition, 
hung with casts of 
bruised arms, and made 
on the eve of AIDS. 
I’m thinking of “The 
Seasons” (1985-86), a 
series about delight in 
the world, memory, and 
clocks running down. 
(Johns appears as a blank 
gray shadow in each 
picture.) I’m thinking of 
the “Catenary” paintings 
of the late 1990s, each 
with a string draped on 
its surface, an emblem of 
gravity at work, perhaps 
a thread of life. And I’m 
thinking of the images of 
vaudevillian skeletons, 

and a weeping soldier, 
and spiral nebulae that 
have preoccupied the 
artist of late.

And I’m thinking of 
the idea, suggested by 
this show, that artists 
are mirrored in their art. 
True? For years Johns 
has told us we wouldn’t 
find him there, or at least 
he wouldn’t tell us how 
we could. Maybe that 
was part of his reception 
problem. Critics, like 
most people, resent being 
told you have information 
they can’t know, because 
you won’t share it. I 
think the problem is 
over now. Partly this is 
because Johns seems to 
have become more open 
over time. (There’s a 
biography, by Deborah 
Solomon, in the works.) 
And partly because, 
as the retrospective 
demonstrates, his 
recent work feels easily 
accessible.

Or maybe it’s just 
the way I’ve come to ap-
proach it, and him. I’ll 
let art historians sort 
out his formal achieve-
ments, which, especially 
considering he’s mostly 
self-taught, are protean. 
I’ll let them tally up lists 
of the artists who have 
influenced him and those 
he has influenced. (The 
second list will require 
the services of a research 
firm.) I’ll rely on them to 
solve the problems, and 
answer the riddles he’s 
set, or try.

And basically, I’ll 
stay with the impression I 
had, as I walked through 
the shows in Philadelphia 
and New York, that I 
was perusing a rigorous 
but passionate personal 
diary, a six-decade record 
of work, need, love, 

anger, renewal, sweat, 
fear, and resolve. It’s 
being recorded by an 
artist who, particularly 
over the past quarter 
century, has, in his art, 
consistently mapped the 
psychological terrain 
of aging, and who, in 
his present work, takes 
the position of a deer 
standing in the path of 
oncoming headlights — 
distant at first, coming 
closer, almost here — 
and holds his ground and 
stares them down.
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Yau, John.   “Jasper Johns: Hiding in Plain Sight.” Hyperallergic, May 29, 2021.

For years, an observation that Frank O’Hara made 

about Jasper Johns’s art has stuck in my head: 

Jasper Johns is […] a very misunderstood artist, 

whose art presents to many something easily 

assimilable and understood, but Johns is one of 

the most mysterious artists of our time, an artist 

whose work is not formal, in the sense that it is 

understood or expounded. He has the experi-

ence, which may or may not be unfortunate for 

him, of seeing his paintings greeted with delight 

because the images are recognizable when they 

are filled with pain (“Art Chronicle,” Kulchur, 

Summer 1962)

I have always linked O’Hara’s observation with a 

statement that Johns made to Roberta Bernstein 

about his use of use of plaster fragments in early 

works, such as “Target with Plaster Casts” and “Tar-

get with Four Faces” (both 1955): 

Any broken representation of the human phy-

sique is touching in some way; it’s upsetting or 

provokes reactions that one can’t quite account 

for. Maybe because one’s image of one’s own 

body is disturbed by it.
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From his first exhibition at Leo Castelli (January 1958) to his most recent exhibition at Matthew 

Marks (February 9–April 6, 2019), one of Johns’s recurring themes has been the damaged human 

body. For more than six decades, he has used a variety of materials and processes to fashion and 

record shattered body parts, traces of skin, broken anatomies, grief that viewers can only glimpse, 

and grinning, jaunty skeletons standing in doorways, wearing dapper hats and sporting canes, as if 

they are waiting to greet us.

One of Johns’s processes is to trace an image and then alter it, while maintaining its exact contours. 

The changes that he makes to his source material are in keeping with a well-known note that he 

made in his sketchbook: “Take an object / Do something to it / Do something else to it. [Repeat].”  

An early example of this is the encaustic painting “White Flag” (1955), in which he covered a col-

laged ground of paper and fabric with white encaustic, attaining a colorless, cadaverous presence. 

What caused the flag to lose its color, to become funereal, to become a sign of surrender?

Johns’s repeated examinations of pre-existing subjects, or what are commonly called “readymades,” 

is very different from the approach taken by Andy Warhol and his followers, which is to appropriate 

an object and do one thing to it. Johns’s transformation of readymades does not lend itself to mass 

production or to production by a studio assistant. His works are not variations. 

Johns’s restating of motifs derived from modern artists including Edvard Munch, Pablo Picasso, 

and Marcel Duchamp, along with Northern Renaissance artists such as Hans Holbein and Matthias 

Grünewald, has routinely led to him being accused of being obscure or hermetic. Within this con-

text, Warhol is commonly described as a democratic artist, while Johns is characterized as elitist — 

terms that seem wrong in both cases. 

At the same time, obscure as he supposedly is, viewers are often delighted by his “mysterious” and 

puzzling works as long as we don’t have to recognize their embodiment of “pain,” particularly since 

it seems to have no obvious source, and there is no one and nothing to blame for it. 

One motif of Johns’s has never had its source identified. He introduced it in the painting “Green 

Angel” (encaustic and sand on canvas, 73 1/8 by 50 ¼ inches, 1990), which was first included in the 

exhibition Jasper Johns, at Leo Castelli Gallery (February 16–March 9, 1991). The gallery poster an-

nouncing the exhibition pictured “Green Angel” (1990), which was the first time he used this motif. 

The motif resembles two joined figures, one vertical and one horizontal, neither of which the viewer 

can identify with any certainty. The vertical figure rises up from the painting’s bottom edge on a 

support that seems too narrow for the rest of the body. It is made of flat, interlocking areas of blue, 

orange, red, yellow, and violet. The horizontal figure is beige stucco and featureless, as if shrouded. 

Its dark gray outline distinguishes it from the vertical figure, which is not outlined. A thin, lighter 
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line forms an irregular V that runs from the top of the figure, near what we are apt to read as a 

shoulder, to the bottom edge. The division suggests a head and body. A short appendage protrudes 

from the lower left side of the prone figure, seemingly squeezing a cropped, rounded red form we 

read as belonging to the vertical figure.

In “Green Angel,” John combined this new motif with one he first used in “Untitled” (oil on canvas, 

22 5/8 by 16 1/2 inches, 1985): two cropped eyeballs with long lashes, one nestled tightly in the 

painting’s upper left corner, peering down, the other peering in from the painting’s right edge, more 

than halfway down. Along the painting’s bottom right edge, he has depicted what could be read as a 

pair of lips or two mountain peaks. On the lower left is a curved horizontal line that we could read as 

nostrils. 
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Johns sets this combination of a schematic face and abstracted figures against a green ground. The 

schematic face suggests that we are looking at someone staring inward at a figural combination 

that is both familiar and elusive. The most obvious association is with a mother holding a child, but 

everything about this reading is off, starting with the anatomy. The vertical form does not invite as-

sociations with a woman, particularly a Madonna or mother, while the horizontal forms seems too 

large to be an infant. Is the prone figure alive or dead? 

Ever since I first saw “Green Angel” and related works, I’ve been reminded of Johns’s statement 

to Bernstein about people being “touched” and “upset” by “a broken representation of the human 

physique.” To me, Johns’s empathetic response hardly seems that of an artist who is aloof, ironic, 

or overly intellectual and emotionally distanced. Rather, I think Johns is refusing to claim that he is 

especially sensitive or tormented, which is a cliché mainstream view of artists. 

At the same time, I remained curious about the source, and grew even more so because Johns used 

it, or part of it, in 13 more paintings he com-

pleted between 1990 and ’97.

This is what the Museum of Modern Art’s 

website says of the etching and aquatint 

“Green Angel 2” (1997), in the museum’s col-

lection:

Johns has looked to other artists for mo-

tifs and patterns to serve as compositional 

elements in his own work. While many of 

his references have been identified — from 

work of the modern master Pablo Picasso 

to that of Matthias Grünewald of the Re-

naissance — here Johns presents a shape 

traced from an unnamed work. He decid-

ed not to make the source known because 

it might hamper spontaneous responses. 

To date, the Green Angel motif has ap-

peared in over forty paintings, drawings, 

and prints.

Would we think differently about the motif 

if we learned its source? Would it reinforce 

the belief that Johns is hiding something 

because of what it might reveal about him (a 

view I have never put much stock in)? Did he 
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choose the “Green Angel” motif because of 

its relationship to the familiar, almost stock, 

trope of mother and child? If the figure is not 

the “Green Angel,” is the angel the schematic 

face? What is our capacity for compassion, 

particularly in a world that is beset daily with 

horrific, institutionally sanctioned violence 

and unreported instances of human abuse? 

Can we stay open and respond? What moves 

us? 

I returned to these questions today because 

I got an email from Cristobal Lehyt, an artist 

whom I did not previously know, which read:   

Hello

I hope this email finds you well.

I am just writing because I saw this image and 

thought that you might be interested.

Maybe you have seen it already — I might be 

late in sharing this find — but if you haven’t 

maybe this will be of interest to you.

The black and white image is of an assemblage by Auguste Rodin titled “Torso of the Woman Cen-

taur and Minotaur” (13 by 13 by 8 inches, c. 1910), which is in the Musée Rodin, Meudon, France. 

Ironically, 10 years after Johns first used this motif in his work, which he flipped in “Green Angel,” 

the black and white image of Rodin’s assemblage was reproduced in a book, Iconoclash: Beyond the 

Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art, edited by Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel (ZKM and MIT 

PRESS, 2002). Both the Rodin and Johns’s “Painting Bitten by a Man” (1961) were included in the 

chapter “Why Are Images so Ambiguous” by Dario Gamboni, 41 pages apart.  

I sent the Rodin image to Jasper in an email with this statement: “I thought of you when I looked at 

this piece.” His answer was even shorter: “I should think that you would!”

Found in Greek mythology, Minotaurs and centaurs are opposites. A Minotaur is a beast with the 

head of a bull and the body of a man, while a centaur has the head and torso of a human and lower 

body and legs of a horse. 

In Rodin’s assemblage, the dark Minotaur supports the prone white torso of the woman centaur, 

which has been severed from her lower animal body, on his forearms. His white hands are visible 

beyond her body, the fingers closed. 
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What are we to make of the severed torso of the woman centaur, her head thrown back? Is Rodin’s 

combination of incommensurable creatures erotic, violent, tragic, or sad? How did this scenario 

come to pass? Both the centaur and Minotaur seem to be victims of unnamed cataclysms. 

Did Johns suppress the source because he wanted to restate the torment of their impossible rela-

tionship in a way that is more accessible to the viewer? Or because it enabled him to focus on two 

opaque figures that, while seemingly joined, don’t fit together? 

Is the face in “Green Angel” looking at himself as a creature made up of parts that are bonded but 

don’t fit together? Or is it looking at the dependent figure that is both joined to and separate from 

the towering one? Why is the prone figure monochromatic and the vertical one in multiple colors? 

The painting suggests that we are observing someone in a state of reflection, which would explain 

why we might not be able to identify what we are looking at. How and why did the image disturb 

him? Might not the state of disturbed looking be an inescapable condition? Does there need to be 

a key to all these questions? Might not Johns want us to keep looking without “reaching,” as John 

Keats warned against, “after fact & reason”? 
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THIS ISSUE came together very fast, organized in 
apartments scattered across the pandemic’s epicenter. 
There’s a vertigo to it all—of starting work just as the 
merry-go-round stops. This magazine, built piece by 
piece in our kitchens and makeshift offices, destined for 
other homes. Our nerves are on the surface, but they’re 
alloyed with hope.

ON THE COVER is a bouquet of tulips. The artist Tosh 
Basco bought the flowers at the beginning of quarantine 
with their partner, Wu Tsang. They documented the 
flowers as they decayed. The picture is primed for 
metaphor, and part of its appeal is that it’s not hard to 
understand: It radiates the early boom-bust parable of 
tulipomania. The fable of the modern artist, extracting 
beauty from the transient, the fleeting, the contingent. 
All that phony separation of nature and culture that got 
us into this mess.

The artist sees decomposition as the prelude to 
composition. They see hope. Shot with an iPhone 8, 
it is an elegant, magic image, surprising in its novel 
familiarity. The background flickers with clinquant 
batches of “degradation,” the lambent grays spooked 
by slippery crystals of reds and blues and greens. The 

imperfect JPEG decays too, lending the descended tulips 
a crisp luster. I think the friction is poignant in print. It 
is a perfect picture of an artist at home.

FAMILY SHOWED UP from all over. Paul B. Preciado 
was in Paris, sick with the virus. When he came to, 
he sent his ambitious dispatch convoking a “new 
understanding of community with all living creatures.” 
Our publisher Tony Korner put us in touch with old 
friends of the magazine, the art dealer Paul Stolper 
and “non-musician” Brian Eno, which led to a kismet 
collaboration with Peter Saville. Editors Elizabeth 
Schambelan and Lloyd Wise secured transmissions 
from John Kelsey, Eileen Myles, Andrea Zittel, and 
many others. Alexandro Segade made a new pandemic 
apologue, conscripting characters from The Context, his 
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stellar debut graphic novel. We wrote the artist Anicka 
Yi, who opened the door to her ongoing conversation 
with Tobias Rees, director of Transformations of the 
Human at the Berggruen Institute. They enlisted art 
historian Caroline A. Jones, whose brilliant essay on 
symbiontics appears in this issue, a teaser for a larger 
package Yi and Rees are drafting for summer. “What 
will we trade for fear, postpandemic?” Jones asks. With 
customary dedication and good humor, managing 
editor Jeff Gibson sewed it all up, even as Covid-19 hit 
his own home.

Part of the vertigo is not understanding whether 
things are moving very slow or very fast. Responding 
quickly to the virus meant pushing forward the 
magazine’s traditional schedule. This is our May/June 
edition, with the next issue to arrive in July. It was only a 
few months back that I wrote a piece about friendship. It 
ended with a thesis, which feels even truer in this world: 
Being together is the only reality. I did not mean this 
as a metaphor, though I should add that togetherness 
doesn’t have to mean other people and that aloneness 
can be its own kind of commune. Another question 
might be about what we mean by alone—about how we 
can be together, or make a reality, in the face of new 
tactics of separating. (You can always learn something 
from lesbians: “Separatism is more than a mere 6’,” 
advises Ridykeulous in their project.)

JASPER JOHNS sent a fragment. A work in progress. 
If I let my mind wander, it resembles the maps on the 
screens I track with erratic zeal—aggregations of 
election results and contagion, indexes of inequality, 
pollution, crime. A bunch of the red and blue and green 
dots cluster ominously around one of the radial axes.

Don’t overread the map thing. Resemblances are 
misleading. Once you’re back on the streets it’ll resemble 
a manhole cover. It’s been a long time since Leo Steinberg 
admitted to overcoming his “initial dismay” at Johns’s 
paintings, won over by “something that impressed me 
as the intensity of their solitude.” Johns protested at 
the time; he didn’t like any evidence that he had “been 
there” at all.

But he’s there, working now. Johns remains one 
of our great artists of de-alienation, and of “two 
flinty things together.” This glimpse from the studio 
is a different kind of flinty thing; it discloses a horizon 
beyond the picture plane: This fragment carries a seed. 
Something is being made. That is the promise. The fact 
of this fracture coming together is something to which 
we can look forward. 

— David Velasco
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Human skulls are enduring motifs in art history, and Jasper Johns has a longstanding acquaintance 
with them. A skull peers out from the corner of his work as early as 1963–1964, in a bright, blocky 
painting called Arrive/Depart. The title alone offers a view of life as starkly unsentimental as any 
memento mori. We arrive in the world, we depart from the world, and there is no guarantee of 
happiness in between.

The theme permeates Johns’s large, very moving show at the Matthew Marks Gallery in Chelsea. 
Johns, who is now eighty-eight years old, did much of the work in the past few years, and it captures 
him meditating on age and evanescence with remarkable directness. You would have to turn to 
Edgar Allan Poe to find an American artist more in touch with the grave. Yet the show doesn’t feel 
lugubrious, perhaps because Johns has been prolific and inhabits the new work so vividly.

The works on view are crisply divided into five series, the largest and most ambitious of which might 
be called “Farley Breaks Down”—to borrow a phrase that is stenciled across two paintings in a way 
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that suggests that the letters of the alphabet are themselves breaking down or decomposing as they 
fade in and out of view.

Farley, as it turns out, is James C. Farley, a former marine who served in Vietnam and survived the 
war. The dozen works in the show that overtly reference him are based on a 1965 black-and-white 
photograph in Life magazine by Larry Burrows, the British photojournalist. It shows Farley weeping 
in a supply shack; he had just completed a helicopter mission that left one of his buddies dead. He 
later said in an interview that he felt a twinge of embarrassment when he first saw the photograph in 
Life. Real marines are not supposed to cry. Yet the image is stirring precisely because it undercuts 
clichés about American heroism. Farley is a masculine version of the “Mater Dolorosa,” the art-
historical archetype of the weeping woman.

In Johns’s many depictions of him, Farley is usually paired with a second figure—a mirror-image, 
Farley in reverse. The two figures never touch or mingle; a beam stands between them with the 
insistent verticality of a Barnett Newman “zip.” But look closely and you will see what appears to 
be a heart shape, or rather the matching halves of a heart, rising out of the seam that separates Farley 
from his doppelgänger. The distance between them is momentarily bridged.

It’s fascinating that Johns, who earned his first fame with paintings of targets and the American 
flag, has returned, after a celebrated career spanning more than six decades, to military imagery. 
Johns himself served in the army during the Korean War. This is not to say that his paintings 
are autobiographical in the conventional sense, nor that they can be read primarily as anti-war 
statements. Rather, the public references in his work transform themselves into a private symbolism 
with which Johns takes possession of his interior combat.

Johns, who grew up in small-town South Carolina in the years following the Depression, seldom 
offers explanations of his work. For most of his adulthood, he has lived alone, and the symbolism 
embedded in his paintings adds a protective distance between him and his audience. Tellingly, 
perhaps, all but six of the works in the current show are untitled.

He can be more playful than is sometimes acknowledged, and the new work abounds with perceptual 
riddles. Attentive to the dead space between objects, Johns often creates volumes from voids. In the 
current show, especially in the works that belong to his Regrets series, hidden forms popped out at 
me: an urn, a tombstone, a skull in chic sunglasses, and, of all things, a seated old woman with a 
ruffled bonnet resembling Whistler’s mother.

The work can also be enjoyed in purely formal terms. This is especially true of a group of drawings 
done in ink on sheets of plastic, an idiosyncratic medium from which Johns extracts a tender, 
tremulous draftsmanship. Plastic, unlike paper, has no absorptive fiber, causing ink to pool on the 
surface or leave runny rivulets. Some of Johns’s drawings in this medium evoke other kinds of 
spillage—spilled milk, spilled seed, spilled tears.
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The show also inspires color-stained thoughts. There was a period, earlier in his career, when Johns 
downplayed his gifts as a colorist, to the point where his close friends noticed the absence. In an 
interview with Joan Retallack in 1991, the composer John Cage mentioned that the artist Robert 
Rauschenberg, a former lover of Johns’s, “used to say about Jap that he was the only artist he knew 
of who was color-blind, who didn’t know the difference between two colors… he didn’t respond to 
color.”

Today, that claim is in need of revision. Of the two untitled paintings devoted to the Farley theme, 
the larger one stands about six feet tall and offers an exquisite symphony of greens. They range 
from the palest white-infused viridians to yellowish chartreuses to hues that look so mossy and 
alive you would think they could grow another coat of paint on their own. When you step back and 
contemplate the painting from across the room, you might think you are seeing an aerial view of 
farmland divided into so many pristine garden plots.
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The color green, oddly or not, occupies a singular prominence in Johns’s biography. It was an all-
green painting of his that initially caught the eye of art dealer Leo Castelli. In March 1957, Castelli 
happened upon Johns’s Green Target in a group show at the Jewish Museum and wondered who the 
artist was. Less than a year later, Castelli gave Johns his debut show. Today it is treated in textbooks 
as an overnight sensation that halted the reign of Abstract Expressionism, with its quest for lofty 
truths, and inaugurated a new kind of art that lavished attention on everyday objects and images.

I once asked Johns what led him to paint his Green Target that color. He replied, “It’s probably 
green because I was so accustomed to using primary colors. I was trying to do something else.” By 
something else, I presumed he meant secondary colors. The comment was eye-opening. In his early 
work, his choice of colors, as much as the targets and flags he adopted as his subject matter, was 
governed by a self-imposed system that minimized the exercise of personal taste. These days, at last, 
he is free of such constraints.

The emotional climax of the Matthew Marks show comes in the back gallery, in a room of skeletons 
that reverberates with the memory of distant masters: Van Gogh, Cezanne, Picasso, who each painted 
potent likenesses of skulls. Johns’s new skeleton motif, I was told, derives from a dollar-store toy, a 
foam puzzle that was given to him by a friend. His riffs on the image are impressively varied. The 
skeletons slip out of one work and into the next in a mesmerizing procession that can put you in 
mind of the imagery of Mexico’s Day of the Dead.

In a breathtaking suite of twenty-four drawings, roughly book-sized, the skeleton metamorphoses 
from a figure of meticulously embroidered detail into a mere blur of ink. In one particularly 
enchanting drawing, the skeleton is a swatch of pearl gray, outlined in white and floating against 
a darker, gunmetal-gray ground. His facial features have been rubbed away, but he has a muffled 
sweetness about him, perhaps because the string in his hands, a reference to the sweeping curves in 
Johns’s Catenary series (and his show at Matthew Marks in 2005) is here reinvented as a jump rope. 
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Elsewhere, in a vibrant oil-on-canvas painting standing more than four feet high, the skeleton is 
encased in a rectangle of Prussian blue that thins out toward the bottom. The space can be read as 
a coffin or a crypt, and its occupant is buoyantly rendered in broad ivory strokes. His rib cage is 
especially dramatic; it looks like an upside-down palm leaf, or perhaps a shovel. I loved the “rush” 
sign affixed to the wall in the background, a red rectangle lifted from the workaday realm of packing 
and shipping. It is rendered in urgent upper-case type, a reminder that time is “rushing on” despite 
our wish to stick around for another leisurely cup of tea.

In yet another variation, an etching printed on a sheet of Egyptian papyrus, the skeleton appears 
in a Cubist parlor. With its oval composition and sepia tones, the etching evokes the early efforts 
of Picasso and Braque and the advent of analytic Cubism, a brave-new-world “ism” that here 
seems quaintly antique. Hints of non-art languages flank the skeleton on either side. There’s a left 
hand gesturing in sign language, a stencil with the letters of the alphabet (in reverse), and a group 
of stranded stick figures who appear to be trying to SOS for help. So many languages, so little 
communication.

Johns has been borrowing images since the beginning of his career. He has been hugely influential 
on succeeding generations of artists who cull their motifs from the ever-widening image bank of 
popular culture. But unlike many of those who followed him, Johns’s recycled imagery isn’t intended 
ironically. He’s not seeking—by recycling a dollar-store skeleton or a picture from Life of a crying 
soldier he never met—to make a droll comment about the death of originality, or an appraisal of an 
era in which media images have supplanted reality. 

Rather, it seems, Johns’s surrogates and stand-ins allow him to voice feelings that could 
not otherwise be expressed. The anguish of the mute body has been one of his longtime, if 
underacknowledged themes. It’s suggested even in his early masterwork Target with Plaster Casts 
(1955), which contrasts a target-circle, a dream of wholeness and emotional contentment, with a 
body that cannot express itself—the parts cut up and tucked away into boxes. Some critics see a 
night-and-day difference between Johns’s early and later work, arguing that he now pursues emotion 
as zealously as he once renounced it. But to me the works are all of a piece. There’s a direct line 
connecting the Green Target to the tears of Farley and even to the jump-roping skeleton. They hint at 
things that are felt but which remain unsaid and unsayable.
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Years ago, while speaking to Roberta Bernstein about his early works, “Target with Plaster Casts” and 
“Target with Four Faces” (both 1955), Jasper Johns stated:

Any broken representation of the human physique is touching in some way; it’s upsetting 
or provokes reactions that one can’t quite account for. Maybe because one’s image of one’s 
own body is disturbed by it.

In his current exhibition, Jasper Johns: Recent Paintings & Works on Paper, at Matthew Marks Gallery 
(February 9–April 6, 2019), which includes much but not all of the work the artist completed between 
2014 and 2018, viewers are invited to contemplate Johns’s latest examples of “broken representations of the 
human physique,” among much else.

By applying different processes and techniques to these and other representations, Johns has found a 
way to continue being candid about aging, mortality, and the dead selves we leave behind. The works in 
this exhibition constitute a deeply felt, intellectual inquiry into what it means to exist, to live with one’s 
memories, to grow old, and die.

What the exhibition should settle once and for all is that Johns’s greatness did not end with his formal 
innovations of the mid- to late ’50s, or with his exploration of the crosshatch in the 70s; instead, he has 
broadened and deepened his thinking over the entire course of his career so far.

The relentlessness we feel pulsing through his work — his “take an object / Do something to it / Do 



Yau, John.   “Jasper Johns’s Messengers of  Aging and Mortality.” Hyperallergic, February 17, 2019.

something else to it” aesthetic — is the fusion of emotional urgency and formal concerns with intellectual 
curiosity in the service of discovering the limits of what one is actually experiencing.

Approaching 90, Johns has not settled into a style or mode of production, nor has he become wistful or 
nostalgic about his past. Rather, he has found a way to keep moving forward while living in the present 
and what it gives to him — be it a photograph of a helicopter crewman, Lance Corporal James Farley, 
taken by Larry Burrows during the Vietnam War for a photo-essay in LIFE (magazine); a reproduction of 
a torn and wrinkled photograph published in an auction catalog; or the FBI’s return of a painting that he 
had abandoned and asked his former assistant to destroy.

There are 38 works in the exhibition. One is a suite, “Untitled” (2018), which consists of 24 sheets, each of 
which measures approximately 11 1/2 by 8 1/2 inches. The sheets are divided evenly between those done 
in ink on plastic and those done in ink on paper, and each group is sequentially numbered in the upper 
right hand corner, like pages from two different but linked books.
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The recurring motif in all the sheets is a new one for Johns: a jaunty skeleton wearing a porkpie hat, 
sometimes sporting a cane and sometimes holding a skull in front of his crotch. In one of the paper works, 
Johns has juxtaposed the skeleton with his motif of a catenary line, so that it appears as if he is skipping 
rope. Johns’s mordant humor is just one of the many pleasures of this extraordinary exhibition.

Thematically speaking, the exhibition can be divided into five groups, each of which centers on a carefully 
arranged constellation of motifs or a preexisting image. Along with the new motif of the spry skeleton, 
there is a vertical, ink on plastic, “Untitled” (2016), which seems to be an outlier, not a part of any group. 
Materially speaking, the works range from paintings to linoleum prints to a small etching done on confetti 
paper.

Johns’s sensitivity to materials coupled with his willingness to try different resources, processes, and 
surfaces, is largely unrivaled. The paintings are done in acrylic, oil, and encaustic, with some augmented 
by silkscreen. There is a large etching of a skeleton holding a skull in front of his crotch that was printed on 
Egyptian papyrus.

What stitches these disparate works together is Johns’s interest in seeing with one’s own eyes, guided by the 
mind’s eye — the everyday world and the insights one might gain through the imagination in pursuit of a 
larger truth: the effect of time on us all.

This concern is immediately apparent in a large, square blue painting, “Untitled” (oil on canvas, 40 by 
40 inches, 2016) on the front wall facing the gallery’s window, looking onto the street. Johns did this 



Yau, John.   “Jasper Johns’s Messengers of  Aging and Mortality.” Hyperallergic, February 17, 2019.

“Untitled” in response to a similar “Untitled” (oil on canvas, 44 x 66 inches, 1997), which he made nearly 
20 years earlier and I don’t believe has ever been shown.

Both paintings have the same motifs: a pair of cartoon-like eyes staring into the painting; a curlicue line 
that can be read as the bottom of a nostril; a pair of lips that can also be read as mountain; a trompe l’oeil 
image of a ruler; a trompe l’oeil “poster” of the Milky Way’s dense swirl of stars, paired with a “poster” of 
the Big Dipper, which is shown upside down and in reverse, from right to left, with a white line connecting 
the seven stars. This reverse direction is echoed by the three stick figures below, which are also moving 
from right to left. They seem to be holding large brushes.

Are the disembodied eyes looking at the world or are they looking inward and remembering the past? Are 
these ways of looking and remembering completely separate from each other?

Like the stick figures, which we might regard as representations of our ancestors, we can draw a line 
between stars to make a constellation, but can we comprehend the actual distance between them? The 
ruler that Johns has depicted alongside the poster of the Big Dipper is an inadequate instrument to address 
the actual distances, though it can be used to tell us the poster’s height and width. How do we measure 
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what cannot be measured? In Hart Crane’s poem “Cape Hatteras” — to which Johns has referred in a 
number of works from the early 1960s — the poet asks:

Seeing himself an atom in a shroud —
Man hears himself an engine in a cloud!

“ — Recorders ages hence ” — ah, syllables of faith!
Walt, tell me, Walt Whitman, if infinity
Be still the same as when you walked the beach
Near Paumanok — your lone patrol — and heard the wraith
Through surf, its bird note there a long time falling …

What about the link that Johns establishes between the landscape (mountain) and the human body (lips)? 
Are the inward-looking eyes pondering our destination, as part of a landscape that is itself a minute speck 
within something unfathomable (the Milky Way)? Why is the painting’s ground largely blue with hints of 
orange peeking through? Why has the right edge of “poster” of the Milky Way started to curl up? Was the 
proportion of the older painting — whose dimensions convey landscape — what bothered Johns? Is this 
why he made his response on a square, or abstract, format?

Regardless of whether the viewer knows about the earlier painting or not, what “Untitled” conveys is a 
curiosity about looking, both as an outward act and an inward one, in pursuit of some understanding of 
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our material relationship to time, space, and the world we inhabit. What is the connection between them? 
How might we see ourselves in the world we must let go of, in the end?

In almost all of the work in this exhibition, we see figures looking at us or looking away. There are the 
faces in profile, where the negative space between them forms the silhouette of a stemmed vessel; there 
is a tormented figure derived from a reproduction of Pablo Picasso’s “Reclining Nude” (1938), which had 
printed upside down; and a ripped, crumpled, and stained photograph of Lucian Freud taken by John 
Deakin.

The photo of Freud shows him perched on the edge of an iron bed, one leg tucked under the other; his 
right hand clutches his hair as he looks down and away, while the other hand reaches toward the camera, 
as if to block its gaze. The Larry Burrows photograph of Lance Corporal James Farley in Vietnam shows 
him covering his face and sobbing into his forearm, one hand held up, shielding his face from the camera’s 
inquisitive persistence. Elsewhere, nimble skeletons look at us, mocking our infirmity.

Despite their differences, these motifs are examples of what Johns defined as “broken[s] representation of 
the human physique.” So while we can track down their diverse origins – and there is a deep and satisfying 
pleasure in doing so — I don’t think that is Johns’s main intention. He is not the obscurantist many have 
accused him of being. Rather, he seems to prefer that viewers open themselves up to the possible meanings 
evoked by the “broken representation” in front of them. What we must see is the work and the context that 
Johns has established for it, just as he did for “Flag” (1954–55).

When Johns sections off the image of Freud and his surroundings, taking his lead from the creases and 
tears in the photograph, or when he echoes and extends the camouflage pattern on Farley’s uniform, he is 
dissolving the boundaries separating figure and ground — something that has interested him since his first 
alphabet and number paintings in the mid-1950s. Whereas these earlier paintings were seen as grids and 
all-over compositions — which were favored over all else at the time — what mattered to Johns was the 
complexity that could be yielded from the figure/ground relationship.

This formal interest in the figure/ground relationship can be traced from his early works right up to the 
present. Johns’s absorption with “broken representations of the human physique” also runs throughout 
his career, starting at the very beginning, which suggests that those who see a division between his early 
formally innovative paintings and the work he began doing after 1981, when he said that he “dropped 
his reserve,” miss the point. Moreover, the art world’s voyeuristic obsession with whether or not Johns is 
revealing something of his private life seems to me terribly misguided.

The “broken representations” that we encounter in “Target with Four Faces” (1955); “The Bath” (1977); the 
paintings and prints from his “Regrets” series; and the works based on the Burrows’ photograph are not 
about the artist in a limited “I confess” sense. They are about loss and unavoidable decline and decay; they 
are about us in so far as we will grow old and die.
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I want to stress that, out of the 20 photographs of Farley that appeared in the LIFE photo-essay, Johns 
especially chose the photograph of him covering his eyes. When he uses a stencil to spell out the phrase 
“Farley Breaks Down,” Johns is not quoting Burrows, who wrote “The mission over, Farley gives way, 
from Yankee Papa 13” on the back of the photograph. Johns recognizes that the photograph shows Farley 
breaking down emotionally, but he also recognizes that he is breaking down physically.

This is where Johns’s technique and materials have taken him. In the ink on plastic works depicting Farley, 
the dried vacuoles are puddle stains tainted with dust. The swirls of dust are evidence of desiccation, of the 
body dried out — materials that evoke our common physical destination after we die. And yet, looking at 
the stains, aren’t we fascinated by the patterns and configurations their drying makes? But their natural 
beauty is not all that Johns is inviting us to ponder, is it?
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In these works, we are looking at a merging of organization and dissipation, an image of our destiny. Johns 
can imagine this outcome, but the figure in the work has turned his face away and covered his eyes. Is it 
because he is afraid of what will happen to him? Is it because he cannot actually see himself in this state 
of disintegration? Or is it because he knows that one of his selves has died and will forever be stuck in this 
moment? Is life an accumulation of — to cite Johns’s title — regrets?

Johns’s merging of techniques and materiality — the ink, brush, and sheet of clear plastic — is unrivaled. 
And yet this is not all that he does. Look at the various densities of his blacks, and consider the range of 
emotions spreading across a congregation of them. The blacks he gets in the Regrets series are significantly 
different from those in “Untitled” (2014), a haunting painting of a silhouetted child standing by a ladder, 
a large dark blue vase (with two faces in profile across from each other) falling in front him. Could this 
image be an elegy to what has been erased by time?

The new motif of the skeleton is funny and unsettling. The skeleton is leaning to the left in both paintings 
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in which he is featured, and wearing a porkpie hat painted red. The hat, too small to fit the skull, is 
perched precariously on his head. Is death cheery because it never dies? Can we look at this and not think 
of our own past and future — what we might endure until we reach the end?

Is the skeleton standing in an open doorway, with the night outside? On either side of him, we see a 
broken cart carrying examples of Johns’s work and a profile of a snowman — both are motifs used by the 
artist in “The Seasons,” his four-part encaustic from 1985-86 — peering out from behind the skeleton. 
Among other things, a snowman is an impermanent form and a reminder of childhood. In one of the 
skeleton paintings, we glimpse parts of a crosshatch painting with images of George Ohr pots floating in 
front of them — juxtaposing these two motifs together for the first time.

There is so much to look at and think about in these paintings and works on paper that you might never 
get to the bottom of them. They ask viewers to slow down and consider how they live in time.

This is the space Johns opens up for us. The question is whether or not we can enter it, how long can we 
stay there, and what deep and real pleasures we might glean from looking at these contemplations of time’s 
ravenous hunger and transformative power.

Johns has given us messengers of aging and mortality. These are not private musings, but intensely 
introspective works about death’s anticipated arrival. They are full of silences, wan light, somber darkness, 
acerbic humor, and signs of disintegration. Standing before them, we should ask ourselves: are we ready to 
receive all that they bring to us, go in whatever direction they suggest, no matter how distressing?

Jasper Johns: Recent Paintings & Works on Paper continues at Matthew Marks Gallery (522 West 22nd 
Street, Chelsea, Manhattan) through April 6.
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HOUSTON — Talk with any bunch of art professionals about 

recently built museums and you’re likely to hear kvetch, kvetch, 

kvetch followed by an admiring reference to the Menil Collection. 

The Menil is widely regarded as the gold standard in institutional 

concept and design. And admiration for it tends to shade into 

devotion. Its 30-acre campus of low-slung buildings in a leafy 

park in this city has become as much pilgrimage site as cultural 

destination. Now, with the addition of a building for the Menil 
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Drawing Institute, there’s more perfection 

than ever to love.

I’m a devotee too, though one with reservations, 

none of which prevented me from taking 

delight in the Drawing Institute’s new quarters, 

and in its extraordinary inaugural show, “The 

Condition of Being Here: Drawings by Jasper 

Johns.” The 30,000-square-foot building, 

advertised as the country’s first free-standing 

facility dedicated to the conservation and 

study of modern and contemporary drawing, 

is surrounded by four other Menil buildings, 

with the famed Rothko Chapel a short walk 

away.

And there’s something distinctly, if 

ecumenically, chapel-like about the new 

$40 million structure that opened in early 

November. As designed by the Los Angeles 

architects Sharon Johnston and Mark Lee 

in collaboration with landscape architects 

Michael Van Valkenburgh Associates, its roof 

is flat but here and there rises in aspirational 

peaks. With white walls and contoured ceilings 

that look like creased paper and three spare 

enclosed gardens, it brings to mind a Shinto 

shrine, one of the simpler rural kinds of no-

nonsense elegance, buildings that seem to 

both stand apart from and be open to nature.

Plain-style sublime is a very Menil dynamic. 

The collection’s French-born founders, John 

and Dominique de Menil, were observant 

Roman Catholics and also observant 

modernists — twice-born utopians, you might 
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say, anti-extravagance, pro-transcendence. Their 

ideal of faith-infused architecture wasn’t Vatican 

City (or Trump Tower). It was the monastic library, 

the Shaker meeting houses, places that combined 

work and meditation, stiff-back chairs and lap rugs.

An exterior view of the Drawing Institute, designed 

by the Los Angeles architects Sharon Johnston and 

Mark Lee.

Practicality was a determining feature in the design 

of such places, and it was for the Drawing Institute, 

founded by Menil’s curator emerita, Bernice Rose, 

in 2008. Drawings on paper are degradable things, 

sensitive to light, humidity, dust. They require 

controlled surroundings and that’s what they have 

here. In the building’s public spaces, where visitors 

gather, and in nook-like offices reserved for visiting 

scholars, there are windows onto the world, or at 

least onto manicured lawns. But in other, nonpublic 

areas, like the conference rooms where drawings are 

put out for study — windows are few and filtered, or 

absent altogether.

The most sealed-off space of all — no windows, no 

skylights — and where the public will spend most 

of its time is the exhibition gallery. Architecturally, 

it’s a letdown. A large rectangle with movable walls. 

It could be anywhere, designed by anyone. The 

rest of the building, despite its restraint, has all 

kinds of visual felicities. But in the gallery there are 

none. Foursquare walls, ceiling, floor, ceiling. It’s 

as if we’re being told: Concentrate. Look at the art. 

Nothing else matters.

Enforced discipline is a Menil trademark. (Most 

museums now seem to encourage precisely the 

opposite ethic.) Picture-taking is not permitted 

in Menil galleries — too distracting — but neither, 

apparently, is reading. In the museum’s main 

building, the permanent collection display is 

culturally wide-ranging: Greek classical heads, 
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Byzantine icons, Luba ancestor figures, Japanese 

bodhisattvas, Tlingit masks. Identifying labels carry only 

the most bare-bones data. Of explanatory, contextualizing 

information, there is little or none. You’re left to make what 

you can of a thing and drift on.

An exception is a gallery of African art. All of the Menil’s 

permanent collection galleries were recently reinstalled, 

and this one was given a theme: the African-European 

colonial encounter. Everything in the room relates to it, 

notably multiple images of Africans depicted by Europeans, 

and Europeans depicted by Africans. It’s a fascinatingly 

eclectic ensemble and needs — certainly benefits from — 

some explaining, which visitors get in a handout written by 

the museum’s curator of collections, Paul R. Davis.

The Jasper Johns exhibition at the Drawing Institute also 

comes with a handout, written by Kelly Montana, an assistant 

curator there. And general and brief though it is, it’s a boon, 

because people need guidance with this enigmatic art. The 

Menil has a long history with Mr. Johns, having done two 

earlier exhibitions. And the current one coincides with the 

release of the museum’s six-volume catalogue raisonné of 

his drawings.

The show itself — organized by Ms. Montana when the 

original curator, David Breslin, moved to the Whitney 

Museum of American Art — begins where the catalogue 

raisonné does, in 1954, with a small untitled graphite 

drawing on oil-stained paper. And the enigmas begin here.

At a glance you see a solid black field of tightly drawn vertical 

graphite lines, with a fringe of stray line-ends at the bottom. 

Closer scrutiny reveals that the blackness is layered and 

textured, and the hand-action is not just up and down. It 

curves and twists across the field. And some of those curves 
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form shapes: namely, two side-by-side spheres or balls 

that seem to lie at some depth behind the field. Suddenly 

you have a spatial dimension you didn’t know was 

there, and an image, and what a strange one. Abstract? 

Planetary? Sexual? Now you’re in the realm of meaning, 

and guesswork, and interpretation.

While you’re guessing, you might note that the spheres 

anticipate the target motifs that would become a Johns 

signature. The earliest example here is a graphite and 

gouache drawing called “Target With Four Faces,” 

double-dated 1958/1967; the latest is from 1977. From 

them you can intuit a temporal pattern in the artist’s 

career, a themes-and-variations rhythm, extending over 

years, in which particular motifs — targets, American 

flags, maps, stenciled numbers, skulls, body parts — 

recur with new themes periodically introduced.

The sheer range of media in the show’s 41 objects 

— graphite, watercolor, pastel, oil stick, ink on 

paper, ink on plastic, collage — is astonishing. So is 

his technical mastery of each, which has an allure 

of its own. The effect is to crack drawing, as an 

art category, wide open and fuse it with painting, 

sculpture, printmaking and poetry.

But it’s the mystery of Mr. Johns’s images that lock 

you in: those uncanny dark spheres from the 1954 

piece; the skull imprinted on a paper towel in 1971; 

the body that looks to be drowning in “Study for 

Skin I” of 1962; the tilting still life of antique jars 

in “Study for Fall,” from 1986; the moldering stew 

of gangrenous hands and heads in “Farley Breaks 

Down,” from 2014.

These images feel deeply, privately coded and, 

depending on your mood, mesmerizing or 

maddening. In fact, they are almost all elements 

in an expressive pictorial language of symbols and 

metaphors that Mr. Johns has developed over a 

six-decade-and-counting career. Few artists want 

their work to be pinned down by “meaning.” He 

doesn’t. But it’s important for viewers, especially 

new ones, approaching a summing-up show like this 

one, to have at least the rudiments of that language 

translated, or some sense of the life and the world 

that produced it. But neither this show nor its slender 

catalog make an attempt to render this service.
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I know it’s the Menil Collection’s house style not to 

accompany art with extended informational labels, 

but I miss them. They are the layer of learning that 

follows, and deepens, looking.

They are, or can be, a way to link art to the politics of 

everyday life, which is what produces art in the first 

place. John and Dominique de Menil understood 

politics. They are well known for having been liberal 

in their thinking and in their charitable giving. 

(Though mention is seldom made of the fact that their 

fortune derived primarily from the sale of drilling 

equipment to the oil industry, which contributes to 

environmental distress.) Whatever their history, the 

museum itself, to judge by its galleries, leaves the 

world, and its realities, outside the door.

I love the place anyway. I love churches — houses 

of contemplation, spiritual inquiry and ethical 

information — of almost every kind. Chapels, 

temples, shrines. I happen to like them buzzy and 

noisy, like subway cars, warmed by music and 

prayers and arguments, and visually charged, with 

images that stimulate and disturb. (Mr. Johns’s 

show fills that bill.) I love that some of them are 

about community, caretaking, protection, protest, 

and news of the day. And I also love, sometimes 

with misgivings, that others are set-aside places 

where improved, corrected versions of reality can be 

proposed, which, for me, describes the Menil.

The Condition of Being Here: Drawings by Jasper Johns
Through Jan. 27 at the Menil Drawing Institute, Houston; 
713-525-9400, menil.org.
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Sharon, Conn.

Jasper Johns is perplexed by 
the notion of legacy.

“I can’t bear the word,” 
he says. “When I hear it on 
television, I think: What do 

they mean?”
The artist, whose breakthrough 

depictions of American flags and 
targets in the 1950s jolted painting 
away from abstract expressionism, 
is focused on new projects, not 
retrospectives. In February, 

Matthew Marks Gallery in New 
York plans a show of his recent 
work, including 10 paintings never 
before exhibited.

In November, “The Condition 
of Being Here: Drawings by Jasper 
Johns” opens at the Menil Drawing 
Institute, part of the Menil Collection 
in Houston. The museum also will 
publish a six-volume catalogue 
raisonné, or comprehensive edition, 
of more than 800 of Mr. Johns’s 
drawings.

In the Connecticut barn that is his 
studio, Mr. Johns, who turned 88 in 

May, has just finished an etching 
and is working on a painting. He 
finds ideas everywhere, saying, “I 
doubt that there is any limitation to 
what can act as a trigger.”

Those inspirations “snag on his 
brain, and he develops them into 
something that’s purely visual,” 
says Edith Devaney, curator at the 
Royal Academy of Arts in London. 
The Johns show she co-curated 
with Roberta Bernsteintraveled 
to the Broad in Los Angeles this 
year after opening at the Royal 
Academy in 2017.
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Mr. Johns’s paintings, prints and 
drawings since the 2000s reflect still-
dazzling artistic gifts, Ms. Devaney 
says, but they have been enriched by 
his years.

“His technical brilliance remains 
unchanged,” she adds. “But there’s 
this additional focus of having lived 
a long life, a very reflective life, that 
comes out.”

Mr. Johns’s studio is surrounded 
by tidy fields with a manicured 
woodpile. Elsewhere, his interest in 
other contemporary artists is evident, 
with one room featuring sculptures by 
Bruce Nauman and John Duff, as well 
as drawings by Jane Logemann.

A courtly and deeply private figure, 
in conversation he is generous with 
silence and sparing with words. He 
is serious at times, erupting into trills 
of laughter at other moments. He 
remains neutral about interpretations 
of his work, leaving it up to viewers to 
form their own impressions.

“I don’t think I’m single-minded in 
the way I approach things,” Mr. Johns 
says. “So it’s hard to then tell people 
what to do and how to think.”

Although his paintings hang in 
museums around the world and sell for 
millions, he is “very hard on himself,” 
says Mr. Marks, the New York gallery 
owner. “If I say, ‘How are things 
going?’ he would never say, ‘Things 
are going well.’ That’s not within his 
vocabulary.”

On one visit, Mr. Marks asked to 
peek into the studio and recalls Mr. 
Johns’s Eeyore-ish reply. “He said, 
‘You can, but I don’t know what the 
point is because I’m sure there’s 
nothing for you to see.’ And then I 
went and there were three brand-new 
paintings.”

Mr. Marks says the pieces for 
the planned February show all have 
antecedents in earlier creations, no 
matter how shadowy. “The way he 
works, everything is built on previous 
work,” Mr. Marks says. “Everything is 
connected…even if it’s not necessarily 
obvious at first.”

Born in Georgia and raised in 
South Carolina, Mr. Johns rocketed to 
prominence at age 27 with an exhibit 
at the Leo Castelli Gallery in New 
York. His exploration of motifs—

in paintings, prints, drawings and 
sculpture—propelled 20th-century art 
into a host of avenues, including pop 
art, conceptualism and minimalism.

Drawing is “a way of closely 
observing and learning from his own 
works,” says Kelly Montana, the 
Menil Drawing Institute’s assistant 
curator, who has overseen the 
exhibition opening in November. 
The show’s title, she says, quotes a 
phrase from Mr. Johns’s sketchbooks 
and an observation he made about the 
late artist Marcel Duchamp: “He has 
changed the condition of being here.”

Other influences Mr. Johns cites are 

his early friendships with the artist 
Robert Rauschenberg, composer John 
Cage and dancer and choreographer 
Merce Cunningham. One of his first 
studios, Mr. Johns recalls, was over 
a sandwich shop near the East River, 
in a Lower Manhattan building where 
he worked on one floor and Mr. 
Rauschenberg on another.

For Mr. Johns, drawing often 
follows painting, rather than the 
other way around. “I don’t think I 
tend to make sketches for works,” 
he says. “I might scribble something 
off.”Over the years, he has become 
an expert printmaker. As a student 
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at the University of South Carolina, Mr. 
Johns made silk-screen posters—“I did it 
very primitively,” he says—for a college 
production of Henrik Ibsen’s “Hedda 
Gabler.”

A few years later, after he had moved to 
New York and was working in a bookstore, 

he tried again, cutting into a piece 
of paper, inking it, then printing it 
onto another piece. He eventually 
gave it to a friend, but in 2006, it 
went up for auction, and Mr. Johns 
found himself in a bidding war with 
a collector.

The print, about the size of a 
cocktail napkin, was expected to 
fetch between $800 and $1,200. “I 
tried to get it,” Mr. Johns recalls, 
“but I thought it had a much smaller 
value than the collector thought, so 
he outbid me.”

The collector, Jordan D. 
Schnitzer, of Portland, Ore., paid 
almost $16,000. Mr. Schnitzer has 
one of the largest private collections 
of prints in the U.S., including 117 
by Mr. Johns.

“He is a poet,” Mr. Schnitzer 
says. “His work is so subtle and so 

powerful.”
Joseph Newland, the director of 

publishing at the Menil, says he felt 
some trepidation about working with 
such an exacting printmaker on the 
catalogue raisonné of his drawings. In 
printmaking, he adds, “Jasper Johns is 

himself a technical wizard of sorts.”
Last year, Mr. Newland and others 

working on the catalog visited the 
artist. “When we walked into the 
studio, he literally had a brush in his 
hand and was working on a canvas,” 
Mr. Newland says. “We’re not talking 
about somebody who is resting on his 
laurels.”

With Mr. Newland was Massimo 
Tonolli, a founder of Trifolio, a Verona, 
Italy, specialty printer. Mr. Tonolli 
also recalls feeling intimidated, but 
was reassured by Mr. Johns’s precise 
manner. “He has a really intense 
look,” Mr. Tonolli says. “You can tell 
from the beginning if he agrees with 
you or not.”

Mr. Johns’s gaze still is piercing, his 
eyes crowned by bushy white brows. 
When not working, he likes to spend 
time gardening or cooking—“neither 
particularly well,” he says.

Growing up in South Carolina, 
he would help out in the kitchen, 
which led to some adolescent 
entrepreneurship. “When I was in high 
school I ran a snack bar in the teenage 
canteen and cooked hamburgers and 
hot dogs and such things,” he says. “I 
don’t know that I enjoyed it. I made 
a little money, which was nice. My 
burgers got thinner and thinner.”

While he appears to be on a roll, 
Mr. Johns has gone for stretches 
without working, and he doesn’t rule 
out retirement, he says. “At my age, 
you certainly think about stopping, 
whether you’re stopping willingly or 
not.”

Mr. Johns never married and has 
no children. He would like to turn the 
Connecticut property, after his death, 
into a retreat that hosts painters, writers 
and other artists for residencies.

Buildings on the grounds, which 
span more than 100 acres, might have 
to be adjusted to create more studio 
space. As for the details, Mr. Johns 
shrugs and smiles.

“I don’t know,” he says. “I won’t be 
here.”
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AT AGE EIGHTY-EIGHT, Jasper Johns has come to occupy a unique position in American culture. 
Rivaling Bob Dylan for sheer unrelenting inventiveness, he persists in the form of an enigma, 
continuing to mine a vein by turns ultra superficial and maddeningly hermetic. Any attempt to 
summarize Johns’s significance runs immediately into contradiction: Indifferent to public attention 
yet virtuosic in his performance of artistic savoir faire, Johns is at once the iconic face of postwar 
American art and its most obscure, inward-focused contributor. A touchstone of queer art history—
together with Robert Rauschenberg (his partner between 1954 and 1961), Merce Cunningham, and 
John Cage, Johns pierced the bubble of modernist hetero—sexism during the McCarthyite 1950s—he 
has nevertheless maintained a strict (some would say a closeted) code of silence about his personal 
life, flatly refusing to bring sexuality into the discussion of his art. The lone proprietor of a palatial 



Connecticut estate, he cuts the figure of the ultimate bourgeois, an artist whose trajectory from penury to plenitude 
has long since been realized. Yet he is the mirror opposite of old Picasso: Allergic to Bacchic abandon or ejaculatory 
spontaneity, he prefers stymied self-questioning to ruddy-faced hedonism.
 
Hence Johns’s strange currency at present: Unplaceable in the archnarrative of twentieth-century art, his career appears 
to transcend any particular moment or movement. Spared from devaluation during the long postmodern winter, Johns 
now furnishes the prime example of art-historical continuity across the Y2K boundary, singlehandedly bridging the 
moment of Abstract Expressionism with the aughts. Concatenating the main currents in postwar modernism—gestural 
abstraction, Duchampian readymade, Conceptualist indexicality, even deadpan self-portraiture (as in Souvenir, 1964)—
Johns’s art holds a key to the art of the present; indeed, we seem to be witnessing his late-in-life coronation. Last year, 
Roberta Bernstein published her long-awaited catalogue raisonné of his painting and sculpture which was followed by 
the opening of a major survey, “Something Resembling Truth,” at the Royal Academy of Arts in London, for which 
she served as cocurator. This show then traveled to the Broad in Los Angeles, its only North American venue. An even 
grander ceremonial is planned for the year 2020, when two separate institutions, the Whitney Museum of American Art 
in New York and the Philadelphia Museum of Art, will simultaneously launch a retrospective of Johns’s work, in what 
is certain to be billed as an apotheosis.
 
All of which raises the Johnsian query, According to what? How should the importance of Johns’s work be measured in 
what is likely to be his final decade? Is he to be celebrated as modernist stalwart or postmodern ironist? As queer hero 
or epistemologist of the closet? How is history to connect the artist to his art, when Johns has made the connection so 
difficult to discern? And what perspective on history—what American history—does his art invoke, if not simply the 
atemporal quietude of a new fin de siècle?
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The answers to these questions are certain to confound. 
Ambivalence has always been fundamental to Johns’s art, 
including, crucially, ambivalence about history itself. Flag, 
1954–55, one of his first biographically sanctioned (i.e., 
neither destroyed nor disowned) artworks, made such 
ambiguous use of the American standard—was it a picture 
of a flag or the genuine article? a token of patriotism or 
countercultural subversion?—that the Museum of Modern 
Art declined to purchase the painting when it was offered 
in 1958, fearing reprisal from militant nationalists. For art 
historian Anne M. Wagner, addressing Flag in these pages 
in November 2006, Johns’s equivocal usage of the Stars and 
Stripes registered a deeper uncertainty about public life in 
twentieth-century America: “What is most instructive about 
Flag,” she writes, “is its terrifying, inevitable ambivalence 
in the face of the kinds of commitment demanded by the 

United States.” Johns’s ambivalence is political, in 
other words: Interpreted one way, Flag might project 
the ultimate mockery of democratic politics, rendering 
the icon of national community as a lavishly patinated 
luxury. Read differently, however, Flag becomes a 
testament of naive faith in democracy, handmade 
with exacting fidelity—with genuine zeal, even—to its 
prototype. Yet the logic of Flag is less both/and than 
neither/nor. Negative and positive, the democratic 
and the illiberal are un-resolvable in Johns’s art; each 
performance cancels the other, throwing the whole 
question of politics—of art’s publicness—into doubt.
 
“SOMETHING RESEMBLING TRUTH” impressed 
on viewers the depth and complexity of Johns’s project 
in the aftermath of Flag. Spanning Johns’s first forays 
of the mid-’50s to his paintings of the present decade, 
the survey opened with a roomful of flags, followed 
by other thematic groupings, encompassing his “0 
through 9” series, 1958–; his crosshatched paintings, 
1973–; his suite The Seasons of the mid-’80s; the 
“Catenaries”series, 1997–; and his most recent series, 
“Regrets,” begun in 2012—and much more besides.

Those who might wish to know who Johns 
really is, and what sort of  a mind (what sort 
of  a man) stands behind the artworks that 
bear his name, are left in Beckettian darkness.
 
In spite of the exhibition’s blockbuster popularity, at 
no point did Johns come across as populist; to the 
contrary, his work remained inscrutable from start 
to finish, leaving visitors to puzzle over each new 
motif, never certain what the whole sum amounted 
to. Toward the end of the show, viewers confronted 
an unidentifiable ghostly shape—is it the contour 
of an island? the outline of a prone body?—at the 
center of Green Angel, 1990, a canvas that would 
otherwise (were it not for the intervening form) portray 
a woman’s face, with pimiento eyes and suspension-
bridge lips. The shape’s indecipherability is bizarre, yet 
typical; even where the sources of Johns’s quotations 
are firmly documented (for example, his tracings of a 
tangle of limbs from the sixteenth-century Isenheim 
Altarpiece and of the imprint of Marcel Duchamp’s 
Female Fig Leaf, 1950), their semiotic purpose 
remains elusive. Wanderers through Johns’s forest 
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of signs traverse an essentially closed circuit of meaning-making, in which near-mythic significance accrues to mere 
happenstance, as with the flagstone-painted wall the artist glimpsed while on a taxi ride through Harlem (the source 
of a motif used in numerous works, from Within, 1983/2005, to Nines, 2006). The sort of public meaning broached by 
Rauschenberg and Warhol is largely absent from Johns’s corpus; at issue is rather a personal, private history—but a 
history withheld from inspection, accessible only in the form of illegible detritus.
 
The hermeticism of Johns’s art has been claimed variously as evidence of deconstruction (the artist short-circuiting 
the conditions of symbolic meaning), as an enactment of closeted homosociability, and as symptomatic of the split 
subject of poststructuralism. For the curators of “Something Resembling Truth,” Johns’s oblique perspective is 
simply empiricist, questing after truth “through the layered and shifting meanings uncovered through the process of 
perception”—an attitude more Cartesian than Derridean. Implicitly, however, the Broad’s survey reinscribed Johns 
within the canon of modernism, wherein truth and artifice, knowledge and doubt, are ultimately indissociable—
including, not least, the truth and artifice of the authorial subject. At the approximate center of the exhibition was a 
wall-length display of Foirades/ Fizzles, 1976, comprising thirty-three intaglios made to accompany five short texts by 
Samuel Beckett, which together figure Johns as exemplary of the unnamable, an artist who goes on communicating 
without any hope of being understood. Those who might wish to know who Johns really is, and what sort of a mind 
(what sort of a man) stands behind the artworks that bear his name, are left in Beckettian darkness.
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The reconstitution of Johns as ur-modernist makes good sense. Never fully rejecting the legacies of Picasso and 
Rimbaud (one thinks of Rimbaud’s mantra:“‘I’ is somebody else”), Johns has always been a painter in the second 
person, treating every artwork as the document of an absent presence. Yet modernism is made strange in Johns’s hands, 
turning inward on itself: Compare Painting Bitten by a Man,1961, a small canvas swathed in pasty gray encaustic that 
someone—the painter? a jealous spectator?—has visibly gnashed, with the previous year’s Painting with Two Balls, 
a picture at once uproarious and ominous, glowering at the viewer with its two beady (ballsy) eyes. Although each 
artwork departs from the conventions of easel painting in arresting, sardonic ways, neither appears bent on negating 
the art of painting as such. In spite of its modest dimensions, Painting Bitten by a Man conjures both the title and 
subject of Nicolas Poussin’s much larger Landscape with a Man Killed by a Snake, 1648, in which death and hunger 
figure as key moments of the human tragicomedy—moments Johns evokes with comparable pathos. Likewise, for all its 
aping of boys-club humor (and/or AbEx misogyny), Painting with Two Balls is not simply, or even primarily, an in-joke. 
The painting skewers the Cedar Tavern crowd, but it points just as insistently toward Picasso, its titular balls echoing 
the insectoid eyes of Picasso’s Seated Bather of 1930 (the work was acquired by MoMA in 1950; Johns cannot have 
missed it). Yet Johns’s pantomime of sculptural figuration (balls into eyeballs) in Painting with Two Balls is at most a 
half measure, the gesture failing to negate the painting’s status as such—as painting. And what a painting! Its balancing 
of vulgarity with equipoise—its explosive (but climaxless) play of color against color, the constant flickering between 
flatness and depth, the studied absence of order, the bloodless movement of the hand—takes us back to modernism’s 
primal scenes of the 1870s: to Manet’s Boating at Argentenil, 1874, for instance, or Cézanne’s Bathers at Rest, 1876–77.
 
Something of Impressionism’s combined anxiety and imperiousness survives in Painting with Two Balls, which boasts 
of virility while lacking, crucially, any hint of a phallus. The same two-sidedness is evident—indeed, is pivotal—in 
Painting Bitten by a Man, which enacts the rites of modernist self-abnegation in Beckett’s despairing tone. The picture 

mimes screaming, but also choking (the painter 
gumming his throat with encaustic), conjuring bitings 
far removed from the dinner table. Yet Painting Bitten 
by a Man is equally lighthearted, even wryly comedic. 
The painting just is what it is, after all: Johns’s humor is 
characteristically deadpan, deriving as much from John 
Cage as Manet. The bite mark effuses Cagean silence, 
saying nothing but containing—or rather, permitting—
everything.
 
ANYONE HOPING to resolve the contradictions of 
Johns’s art is bound to fail: The ironist and the agonizer 
both answer to the name Jasper Johns. Defenders of 
Johns’s oeuvre would do well to keep this ambiguity 
squarely in view. What Wagner calls the “terrifying, 
inevitable ambivalence” of national belonging is one 
part of Johns’s legacy; so, too, is the ambivalence 
born of a guarded privacy—ambivalence about loving, 
remembering, and forgetting. Using a purpose-made 
rubber stamp, Johns declines unwanted solicitations 
with the terse apology REGRETS, JASPER JOHNS. 
The phrase is pathetic and comedic in equal measure, 
and meant to be read that way, no doubt.
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Again, Johns cannot be found in his art, but he haunts 
it nonetheless. Beyond reproach, he is hardly beyond 
sorrow: Two photographs recur in Johns’s recent bodies 
of work, one depicting the painter Lucian Freud, alone, 
tormented, weeping on a bed, the other, taken from a 
1965 issue of Life magazine, a young American officer 
in Vietnam bewailing the death of a comrade in arms. 
One imagines how both images might be linked in 
the painter’s mind, joined by an ambivalence arising 
from different circumstances than Flag—not a young 
man’s brushing against the grain of politics, but an 
older man’s sounding the depths of his solitude. Yet 
the linkage is unmistakably Johnsian, connecting 
(and confusing) the private with the public, memory 
with history, art with war, emotion with silence. The 
enduring strangeness of Johns’s art, its unsteady place 
in the American canon, has everything to do with this 
endless, bottomless equivocation: In a society governed 
by two contradictory fictions, proclaiming national 
unity and personal sovereignty with equal fervor, Johns 
expresses a rare skepticism of both. The last modernist, 
he has tarried with the negative to the bitter end.

Daniel Marcus is an art historian and writer based in 
Columbus, Ohio.
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Jasper Johns is an iconic iconoclast. Working 
at cross-purposes has certainly been 

productive: At 87, he is among our greatest 
living artists.

In graphics, sculptures and especially paintings 
made over the course of more than 60 years, his 
work has doggedly torn apart cherished artistic 
assumptions while managing at the same time 
to convey profound, often tender regard for 
them. Death, the specter of mortality, is here 
essential to making art that lives.

The much-anticipated survey of Johns’ career at 
the Broad in downtown Los Angeles opens with 
a marvelous example — one of his best-known. 
“Painting With Two Balls” (1960) is a gleeful 
Neo-Dada joke.

Johns inserted two golf-ball-size spheres into 
a space pried open between two of its three 
colorful, vigorously brushed abstract panels. 
Mocking Abstract Expressionism, for a decade art’s dominant language, the painting takes literally the macho New 
York School demand for a “ballsy” art.

You want a painting with balls? Here’s one. 

It’s also much more than that. Whether in his images of the American flag, the map of the United States, targets, 
numbers or letters of the alphabet, Johns never just paints one-liners. The gap where the balls are inserted reveals 
what lurks behind painted gestures — which is to say: nothing, save for the mundane wall on which the painted 
object hangs.



“Painting With Two Balls” began with a layer of torn 
newspaper pages, physically shredding topicality 
as the painting’s foundation. On top of the collage 
element, brushwork is applied edge to edge with what 
could be called “delicate energy.” A flurry of ragged, 
peppy strokes in rainbow hues — plus black, white 
and gray — is rendered through evident gestures of 
the wrist and forearm but without the action of the 
entire body.

Johns doesn’t put his entire body into the action of 
painting for a simple reason: The painting is the body.

At just over 5 feet high and 4 feet wide, the object 
corresponds to the physical presence of a viewer 
standing before it. Mixing pigment into wax — an 
encaustic technique traced to ancient Egypt, though 
rarely employed in contemporary art — creates a 
lumpy, optically veiled surface. All the tropes of 
Abstract Expressionism seem to be embalmed, like 
something from Madame Tussauds. No wonder those 
North African ancients chose encaustic specifically for 
mummy portraits.

The painting’s title and the artist’s signature hug the 
breadth of the bottom edge, spelled out in machine-
stenciled letters that negate this most intimately 
tailored sign of the artist’s hand. As if to emphasize 

the distinction, the only hand-rendered element is the date, 1960 — a personalized marker in time. Like the two balls 
squeezed into the painting, the year is wedged in between the title and the signature.

It’s thrilling to watch the thoroughness with which Johns works his way through the conventions of then-dominant 
Abstract Expressionist painting, dismantling them one by one and remaking them into something new and 
unforeseen. What the critic Clement Greenberg championed as “American-type painting” to distinguish it from 
European abstraction before World War II, Johns proceeded to create as U.S. flags and national maps.

What’s the difference between a painting of a flag or map and an actual flag or map? Nothing, really. Together with 
Robert Rauschenberg, his romantic partner at the time, Johns launched a critique of pure abstraction that changed 
art’s direction.

A flag and a map are abstractions — but not exactly in the way critics or artists like Jackson Pollock and Barnett 
Newman might mean. So is a target, which in Johns’ hands fused the competing wings of Abstract Expressionism 
with “gestural geometry.” And if avant-garde art downgraded figurative painting to a minor rank below abstract art, 
what was one to do with paintings of numbers — which is to say, figures — that epitomize abstraction?

These and other wry aspects of Johns’ remarkable work unfold throughout the exhibition.
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Initially organized for London’s Royal Academy of Art last fall by curator Edith Devaney and art historian Roberta 
Bernstein, whose five-volume catalogue raisonné of the artist’s work was published last year by Yale, it is presented 
here by Joanne Heyler and Ed Schad, the Broad’s director and curator, respectively. It’s slightly trimmed — more 
than 120 works, rather than 150 or so in London — and sometimes a bit crowded in galleries not as ample as those at 
the Royal Academy. Regardless, it’s not to be missed.

The show is not a retrospective. (The Philadelphia Museum of Art and New York’s Whitney Museum are jointly 
organizing a retrospective for 2020.) Too many major examples are missing for that.

Among them are the big, color “Map,” which would have been great to see paired with the darkly magnificent gray 
version loaned by the Broad’s downtown neighbor, the Museum of Contemporary Art; “Diver,” a poetic eulogy to 
writer Hart Crane, with the artist’s hands literally diving into a blackened sea of charcoal and pigment; and “Target 
With Four Faces,” a mixed-media work that juxtaposes a red-yellow-blue bull’s-eye with four three-dimensional 
casts of an eyeless face. All are in the collection of the Museum of Modern Art.

Also absent is “Painted Bronze/Ale Cans,” the tabletop sculpture of two cans of Ballantine Ale, one sealed (and 
presumably full) and the other opened (and visibly empty). The sculpture, an intoxicating conundrum, presents 
identical imitations of an actual beer can that also copy each other — except, of course, for that minor problem of 
whether an industrially mass-produced copy is empty or full.

Ancient Greek sculptures were also painted, and it was Plato and Aristotle who first argued over the relative merits 
of art as imitation. (I like thinking of the philosophers as disputatious beer cans.) In an exquisite group of Johns’ 
small, densely modeled and darkly patinated bronze sculptures of light bulbs and flashlights, vaporous ideas 
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pretending to illuminate the darkness are batted down.

“No ideas but in things,” as poet William Carlos Williams put it. Another sculpture of painted bronze paintbrushes 
stuffed into a painted bronze coffee can seals the deal, exalting ordinary stuff in an artist’s studio.

So there is plenty here to like — including individual stunners like “False Start” and “Fool’s House,” which embody 
the anxiety of an artist in the studio faced with a blank canvas, plus a roomful of eight so-called “crosshatch” 
paintings and drawings. Their obsessive patterning of parallel lines is typically used by graphic artists to represent 
light and space, which actually shimmers in Johns’ paintings.
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The survey is thematic, which is also illuminating. 
Eight sections examine such topics as “Painting as 
Object” and “Time and Transience.” Works from 
different decades and in various media are assembled 
to demonstrate career-long preoccupations. By the 
last gallery you’ll have a pretty good handle on a 
famously inscrutable body of work.

The highlight of a section on art and language, for 
example, is the 1976 artists’ book, “Foirades / Fizzles,” 
featuring five enigmatic text fragments in French and 
English by Samuel Beckett and 33 prints by Johns. 
Beckett’s writing alludes to people and places in 
earlier books and plays, while Johns does something 
similar with fragments of other art a viewer will likely 
have encountered elsewhere in the show. Art’s world 
lives outside conventional time and space.

Johns’ work went through a bit of a rough patch in the 
decade between the mid-1980s and the mid-1990s, 
when the paintings took a deeply inward, almost 
claustrophobic turn. Paintings that borrow fragments 
from Picasso or center on an eccentric puzzle- shape 
seem obscure for no productive reason.

In the wake of his compelling 1996 MoMA 
retrospective, however, he pulled out of the slump by 
starting over. In large, elegant, uncluttered canvases 
that feature a simple length of string, Johns cleared 
his paintings’ decks.

The suspended string, attached at either end to 
wooden slats leaning out into space from the framing 
edge, forms a graceful catenary arch in front of the 
painted surface. Shadows of the curved line traverse 
the painting, establishing a gentle tension between the 
flatness of a canvas and the reality of curved space in 
Einstein’s universe.
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Johns repeats the line in quietly agitated paint, a gesture that lodges art between object and ghost. Many also have 
a diamond pattern painted along one edge, invoking Harlequin — the mute joker in traditional pantomime. In 
“Catenary (I Call to the Grave),” everything is in shades of gray — scores of them, so that fading light seems to flicker 
through.

Almost inexplicably, the gentle catenary sag feels at once valedictory, melancholic, utterly confident and wholly 
natural. The masterful catenary paintings, still under-sung in Johns’ copious repertoire, are a powerful conclusion to 
a blissful show.
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CORRECTION: APRIL 12, 2008
THE ARTS

A CAPTION ON THURSDAY WITH AN ART REVIEW OF DRAWINGS BY JASPER JOHNS AT THE MATTHEW MARKS GALLERY, IN CHELSEA, AND 
OF DRAWINGS BY MR. JOHNS AND GEORGES SEURAT AT THE CRAIG F. STARR GALLERY, ON EAST 73RD STREET, DESCRIBED ONE DRAWING 
INCORRECTLY. “UNTITLED” (1996), BY MR. JOHNS, IS THE WORK THAT “BEARS SEURAT’S SOFT FOCUS, AND THROWS IN PICASSOESQUE EYES” 
— NOT “UNTITLED” (1986-2002) BY MR. JOHNS. 
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