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Curved Panel/Figure IV (Double Panel) 1995.
Acrylic and pencil on canvas 98 x 143 in, 249 x
362.5 cm. Courtesy of the artist and
PaceWildenstein. Photograph by Ellen Page
Wilson.

heim’s 1969 photo documentation of a
giant X carved into a field with Mangold’s
five part series called X Paintings of the
same year and shown in the painter’s first
major solo museum show at the Solomon
R Guggenheim Museum in 1971. Both
make use of dramatically simple forms.
Painting, sculpture and installations all
fell under the rubric of what art critic and
historian Barbara Rose called ABC Art. She
described this art as minimal in form,
geometric, straightforward and non-
referential. Exclusive to such ‘planned
painting’, as it was referred to in the title
of a major group exhibition in 1973, was
the systematic structure of combining
colour, line and form.

Alongside the poured sculptural instal-
lations of Lynda Benglis, the light
sculptures of Dan Flavin, the eccentric
objects of Eva Hesse and the words of
Joseph Kosuth, there was a belief in
painting’s end. This sense of a termina-
tion in the art of painting was underscored
by the thinning of theoretical writing and
thought around and discussion about
painting. Even Mangold’s close friend
and fellow Minimalist, Sol LeWitt,
survived far better because LeWitt's ideas
required him to work directly on the wall
as opposed to hanging canvases over the
wall. Yet at the time both had similar
supporters in dealers, collectors, curators
and critics such as Lucy Lippard and
gallery owner John Weber. In fact
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Lippard’s 1965 essay on Mangold called
‘The Silent Art’ was the first, and one of
the few, to explore the meaning of
Mangold’s aesthetics while placing those
ideas within the context of the history of
painting from the revolutionary abstrac-
tions of Rodchenko and Malevich at the
beginning of the twentieth century to mid
century New York painters such as Mark
Rothko and Ad Reinhardt. The more
Mangold explored and expanded on his
approach, the more extreme were his
works, finally maturing into a distinctive
body of paintings, drawings and prints
characterised by a highly reductive and
remarkably inventive application of
intuitive plain geometry.

For Mangold, painting is a rational act,
a two dimensional process made up of
unique and sometimes unexpected unions
of simple shapes and fragments of shapes
seemingly incised by or balanced with
fine, linear drawing. Many of Mangold’s
paintings were conceived in terms of
small, precise studies, as if a sketch or
cartoon, in the historical sense, for the
larger works. Looking back to his early
days, Mangold told an interviewer in 1986,
‘it seemed to me when I began that the
only way to make a painting was to start at
zero and add one thing at a time.” His
other rules included superimposing lines,
juxtaposing numerous forms within one
canvas and creating paintings made up of
multiple panels. He also used outlines
conforming to the shape of the canvas,
shapes suggesting the interior arrange-
ment of lines, basic geometric forms such
as rectangles, squares, ellipses and
triangles worked into what appear to be
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fragments of architectural elements, such
as lunettes, arcs or circular portals. Like
most great artists, Mangold is also a
student of art history. To create these
kinds of pictures Mangold modelled his
paintings on the format of early Renais-
sance altarpieces. These fourteenth- and
fifteenth-century multi-panel works with
their own idiosyncratic structure of frames
and wooden oil-painted panels were
astonishing choices for some of Man-
gold’s best pieces. Ironically, in order to
make the most advanced type of painting
Mangold could conceive, he needed to
look to the distant past. Even when
looking to the past, however, he was still
following his rules. (In his Attic Series of
the early 19gos he looked to antique red
figure Greek vases.)

Mangold is not a theorist so much as he
is straightforward and practical, a prob-
lem solver. He is demanding of himself
and rigorous in his practice, especially
when it comes to such decisions as the
scale or the colour of his painting.

I did not want to use a ‘European’ idea of
color, colors that come out of taste, out of
something beautiful. As an escape I used the
colors of very ordinary objects, from manilla
envelopes to brown paper bags and gray
staplers.

Colour as, say, with Mondrian’s limited
palette, does not derive from nature but
from the world of the city, from thought
and practice. ‘Mondrian’, explains Man-
gold, ‘is one of the painters I never tired of,
Nevertheless, Mangold’s mass-market
palette is such that, when applied onto a
canvas, the associations with, and sources
of his chosen colour in, commonplace
objects are lost; in their place, colour
becomes the subject of a classical ideal
and graceful, well formulated solution.
Mangold’s success and recognition
was long in the making. He is beloved
both in Europe and the USA, but the
former has always been quick to present
and collect his works in depth in
collections in England, Germany and
Switzerland. It is unfortunate, then, that
along with this publication there has been
no major museum exhibition planned for
a tour in the USA (Mangold’s last major
survey exhibition was in 1984, though
there is a small print show travelling at the
moment, organised by the Addison Art
Gallery). The challenge is that the style and
character of these superbly subtle paint-
ings are still hard for many museum
boards to ‘get’; either too radical for part



of today’s audience or not reckless enough
for those desperate for silly controversies
and child’s play in art.

Nonetheless, with this new book it is
quite evident that Mangold joins a new
pantheon of great painters, including Sean
Scully, Agnes Martin and Ellsworth Kelly,
all of whom continue to re-describe and
re-define the character, strength, style and
possibilities for abstract painting in this
new century. With Mangold we come
finally to recognise how ‘less is more’
becomes a very real visual possibility.

MICHAEL KLEIN
Curator, Microsoft Art Collection
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