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F
or anyone devoted to boo k collect­

ing in the field ofconte mporary art ,
and particu larly in the area of con­

temporary painti ng, this boo k is a 'must
have'. This monograph is perhaps one of
the most beautifully designed and com­
pre hensively thoughtful wor ks to come
along for some time and it JUSt might
represent a major departure from an old
model of monographs to a new model that
is mo re inclusive tha n exclusive of the
artist, his or her critics and the realm in
which he or she operates. Present day
pub lishers and editors asked to rethink
approac hes to the twenry-flrst-cenrury art
boo k might begin with this example.

To those familiar with Man gold 's a rt
all thi s should really come as no surprise,
s ince Man gold is a puri st himselfan d this
book trul y and intell igentl y mim ics the
ideas at which the arti st has been s teadily
at work at since the mid 1960s, beginning
with his first major show at the Thiebaut
Gallery in New York in 1964. Visually, th is
book is elegant, well thought OUi and full
of pictur es , including images culled from
num erous solo exhibitions, installation
views and ephemera, such as the rep ro­
duction of the announcement cards for
Mangold exhibitions around the world .
There is also an extens ive biog raphy and
useful exhibition history and biblio­

gra phy. Though nor presented as part of
their recent larger series of monographs
on contemporary artists such as the Ger­
man artis t Thom as SChutte and the
American s Nancy Spero and Lawrence
Weiner, th is mon ogra ph is based on a

s imilar principle, that is, as the editors
have desc ribed it as 'a n essential source

book for everyone concerned with art
today.' Not only is thi s a boo k about the
pleasu re of own ing and readi ng about
conte mpo rary an; it is also a great

docu ment illum inatin g to the reade r the
evolving career and visual achieveme nts of
th is exceptional and extre mely sign ificant
American abstract painter.

In production for four years, acco rding
to one of the authors, the mon ograph
con tains fou r essays and an interview with
the artis t's wife of40 years, Sylvia Plimack
Mangold, a painter in her own right . The
vital reambrought togeth er for this project
included an art historian ; two critics and a
museum curator provide the fou r
extre mely thoughtful essays. These four
writers loo k at Mangold from mu ltiple
points ofview: his place within the history
ofmodem art and contemporary pain ting
from the 1960s to the present (Richard
Schiff): Man gold as an artist within the
far-reac hing milieu of the 1960s and its
aftermath (Robe rt Sto rr); a selective,
chronological visual su rvey of Mangold's
paintings, the development of his visual
ideas and related exhibitions (Nancy
Princenth al) and finally, 'drilling down'
to the exploration ofa relatively new series
ofwork s, the meanin g and analysis of the
Zone Paintings, a group of long, hori­
zontal abstractions (Arthu r Dante)

exemplifYingMangold at work in the late
1990S. Interspersed between these chap­
ters is the previous ly mentioned interview
as well as a brief overview of publi shed
statements about his work made by
Mangold during the course of his nearly
50-year career. Anyone of these arti cles
would have sufficed as the introdu etio n to
a study of Mangold 's work. What is

important is the recogn ition that each
writer is comple tely wo n over to the

com plexity, dep th and power of abstrac t
art, and therefore to the vision and
acco mplishments of Mango ld the painter.

Main ReViews

Picasso believed that there were no
rules for art, other than those set forth by
the artist. Mangold is JUSt such a rule­
creating artist. His art is characteri sed by
an almost ze n-like restraint and tem­
perance in term s of his palette and his
vision of picture bui lding . Man gold
belonged to .a new generation of radical
aestheti c practition ers . His colleagues and
intima tes include Mel Bochner, Sol
Lewin, Doroth ea Rockbu rne , Donald
Judd and Bany Le va, Since the art world
ofthe 1960s moved towards eithe r Pop art
or conceptua l works, where did painting
go and how did a painte r survive? Both
these schoo ls of art rejected Abstract Ex­
press ionism, and since Abstract Expres­
sionism was a paintin g style what was
there left for a painter to do?The notion of
a grand gesture, which was exclusive to the
realm of painting and the New York
studios of de Kooning, Kline, and Still in
the 1940Sand 1950s, was now taken up by
artists rejecting the art world as it existed.
Mangold 's generation worked in opposi­
tion to, and away from , the self-conscious
and highly emotional art of the old er
generation. Painting was to he formulaic
in nature, each canvas a process of
thought and des ign .

Some artists even sought to work
out side the gallery system . Many sou ght
to focus, instead , on ephemeral installa ­
tio ns or on projects planned for the cut-of
door s , on land projects, earthworks as
they were term ed, wo rks where the land
was the canvas and machi nes the brush.
For example, comp are Dennis Oppen -

Fcy F"cexes (A &- B &- C &- 011999. Acf)1iC aod
pencil on canvas. Four panets.12 x 48 in, 283 x
122 em.COurtesy of the artist and Donald Young
Gallery, 0Wcag0.
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CurvedPane(/Fifl.We tv (Dotble PafleI) 1995­
Ac:rylic and pencil onccrrvas 98 x 143 If\, 249 l<

362.5 em.Courtesy of the artist sod
Pac:eWiIOenstein. Photograph by EIen Page

'""""
helm's 1969 photo docum entation 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 so lo museum show at the Solomon
R Gugge nheim Museu m in 1971. Both
make use of dramatically simple fonn s.
Painting , sculpture and insta llations all
fell under the rubr ic of what art critic and
historian Barbara Rosecalled ABCArt. She
described this art as minimal in form,
geometric, straightforward and lion­
referential. Exclus ive to such 'p lanned
painting', as it was referred to in the title
of a major group exhibition in 1973, was
the systematic structure of combining
colo ur, line and fonn.

Alongside the poured sculptural ins tal­
lations of Lynda Benglis, the light
sculptures of Dan Flavin, the eccentric
objects of EV2 Hesse and the words of
Joseph Kosuth, there was a belief in
painting's end. This sense of a termina­
tion in the art ofpainting was underscored
by the thin ning of theoretical writing and
thought around and discussion about
paint ing. Even Mangold 's close friend
and fellow Minimalist, Sol Lewitt,
survived far bette r because Lewin's ideas
requi red 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

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 aes thetics while placing those
ideas within the context of the history of
painting from the revolutionary abstrac­
tions of Rodchenko and Malevich at the
beginning ofthe 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 prinrs
characterised by a highly reductive and
remarkably inventive application of
intuitive plain geometry.

For Mangold, painting is a rational act,
a two dimens ional process made up of
unique and sometimes unexpected unions
ofsimple shapes and fragm ents 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
canocn. 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 th ing at a time.' His
other rules included superimposing lines ,
juxtaposing numerous forms with in one
canvas and creating paintings made up of
multip le panels. He also used outlines
conforming to the shape of the canvas,
shapes suggesting the interior arrange­
ment oflines, basic geometric forms such
as rectangles, squares, ellipses and
triangles worked into what appear to be

fragments of architectural elements , such
as lunettes, arcs or circular portals. Like
most grea t artists, Mangold is also a
student of an history. To create these
kinds of pictures Mangold modelled his
paintings on the form at of early Renais­
sance altarpieces. These fourteenth- and
fifteenth-century multi-panel works with
their own idiosyncratic structure offrames
and wooden oil-painted panels were
astonish ing choices for some of Man­
gold 's bes t 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. (I n his Attic Series of
the early 199 0 S he looked 10 an tique red
figure Greek vases.)

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

I did 001 want to use :I 'European' idea of
color, colors tha I come OUI of taste, OUI of
something beautiful. As an escape I used the
colon of veryordinaryobjt'CtS, from manilla
envelopes to brown paper bags and gray
sapien;.

Colour as, say, with Mondrian' s limited
palette, does not derive from nature but
from the world of the city, from though t
and practice. 'Mondrlan', explains Man­
gold, ' isone ofthe 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, commonpla ce
objects are lost; in their place, colour
becomes the subject of a classical ideal
and graceful, well formulated solution.

Mango[d'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, German y and
Switzerland. It is unfortunat e, then, that
along with this publication there has been
no major museum exhibition planned for
a rour in the USA (Mangold' s last major
survey exhibition was in 1984, though
there is a small print show travelling at the
moment, organ ised 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
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oftcday's audienceor not reckless enough
for those desperate for sillycontroversies
and child's play in art,

Nonetheless, with this new book it is
quite evident that Mangold joins :I. new
pantheon ofgre:u painters. including Sean
SCully, Agnes Martin and Ellswonh Kelly,
all of whom continue to re-describe and
re-define the character, strength, style and
possibilities for absrracr paintin g in this
new century. With Mangold W~ come
finally to recognise how 'less is more'
becomes a very real visual possibility.

MI CHAEL KLE IN

Curatot. Microsoft ArtColltction
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