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Biographical Notes

Josef Albers (1888-1976)

Born in Germany into a Roman Catholic
family, he was educated in Berlin, Essen,
Munich, and at the Bauhaus Weimar
(where he attended Johannes Itten’s
famous preliminary course). In 1922

he joined the Bauhaus stained glass
painting workshop, and a year later
accepted Walter Gropius’s invitation to
become a teacher in the school. In 1925,
the year in which the Bauhaus moved to
Dessau, Albers was appointed professor
and taught alongside Paul Klee, Wassily
Kandinsky, and Oskar Schlemmer. When
the Nazi regime closed the Bauhaus in
1933, he immigrated to the United States
and became a mythological educator

at Black Mountain College, where he
implemented an experimental curriculum
encompassing various fields of art. In
1950 he was appointed chairman of the
Department of Design at Yale University, a
position which he held until his retirement.
Albers’s artistic work spanned numerous
and diverse fields, including design,
photography, typography, printmaking,
and poetry, but today he is primarily
remembered for his abstract “square”
paintings and as a theoretician. Among
his better known works, which became
his thematic and stylistic hallmark, are the
series Homage to the Square—over one
hundred paintings and prints examining
composition and color relations between
squares, and the series Structural
Constellation.
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Oran Hoffmann (b. 1981)

Born in Kibbutz Sarid in the Jezreel
Valley, Israel; lives and works in Tel Aviv
and Amsterdam. Studied fine art and
photography (BFA) at the Gerrit Rietveld
Academie, Amsterdam, and completed
the MFA program at Bezalel Academy

of Arts and Design, Tel Aviv, graduating
with highest honors in 2011. Recipient of
a grant from the Netherlands Foundation
for Visual Arts, Mondriaan Fund, as well as
the Young Artist Award 2013 on behalf of
the Israel Ministry of Culture.



Objektiv: Josef Albers, Oran Hoffmann

which comes alive, it is what takes on and
bridges the polarities of light and dark, of
black and white, of gray and chiaroscuro.
The light which is alive creates amplitudes
and singular intensities, which is not
simply the sum of what is taken to be the
physical constituents of matter.

In the encounters that take place,
we find such encounters not only at
the level of color theory but also in the
living event of the artists together, and
this requires a transparent moment of
empathy which literally crosses what is
not common as much as bridging what
is sympathetic and equivalent. In each
work, the work in hand sets into effectivity
what was a fundamental divide from the
very beginning—nature/culture—a bridge
which is a rainbow. The singularity of
color emerges then, not in the speculative
fiat of some harmonious whole, rather
they emerge in a dynamic interweaving of
the polarities of light and darkness; they
are deeds of light, deeds and suffering.
This is the essence of manifestation
as feeling, to which light also grants
visibility. Empathy and encounter release
a different energy for the event, no
longer appropriated as the seeking of
equivalences or the making of schematic
arrangements. The vision of the artist
must become concrete, and its intensity
communicable in adequate means. Here
the dissolution of the subject also takes
place in its most radiant activity. It is the
proper ex-stasis of absorption and giving,
which recognizes the joy that comes from
light, as gift and grace, donation and
request, and why art matters at all.
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Patrick Healy, writer and philosopher, is a senior
researcher at the Delft School of Design, Faculty of
Architecture, Delft University of Technology (TU Delft),
and a Professor of interdisciplinary research at the
Free International University (FIU), Amsterdam.



The Thinking Eye

Hofmann argued, it was possible for the
painter to explore, through manipulation
of planes, on the surface, to create depth,
and to explore the negative space of
nature; thus, in a sense, the abstract artist
is drawing what he sees with as much
objectivity as Ingres. Color is part of the
plastic means by which the push and

pull of space, its pulsating into and out
of depth, as well as up and down, to the
right or left, constitutes the surface, and
in a precise sense color is space-creating
and tension-gathering and dispersing.
Color is a force, and a form. The blue

will recede as much as it will proceed.
Everything is encounter and relation, as
much a human greeting as a farewell,
and all the actions and lingering that lie
between:

Hence we find the experience of space in
the subjective spiritual projection of the
impulses in which space is disclosed to

us as a plastic and living unity. We can set
every medium of expression into vibration
and tension if we can spiritually master

the nature of the medium.This, above all,
demands a spiritual projection into the
essence of the medium of expression.

We can, in this manner, spiritually enliven
the medium.This is then creation. The
creative in the creative process is based,
therefore, chiefly upon an experience

which simultaneously also stimulates the
essence of the medium through which the
artistic process results. The expression is the
basis either for a fantasy representation of
abstract spiritual projection or an expression
based upon a natural experience.”

7.1 am drawing on unpublished manuscript notes of
Hans Hofmann, now on deposit at the archives of the
Free International University, Amsterdam.
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Goethe interpreted the color circle as
deriving from the emergence of color from
the play of light and darkness. Yellow and
blue point to the primary tension between
colors; for Goethe they were the essentially
opposite if elementary colors—the blue
of the sky, the yellow of the sun—and in
this opposition he would posit a typical
polarization and tension as extremes.

The pure experience of one excludes
the experience of the other, even though
one can grant that there is a tendency or
tension towards meeting. The colors are
posited as separate, pure, opposite each
other, yet inclined to mingle.

For a purer opposition and
polarization, Goethe calls on black and
white, and this is the basis for the Gray
Zone, since even in the opposition there
is some mixture, the opposition in yellow
and blue is posited as different from the
opposition of black and white. In the
former there is an “inclining” towards
each other and a living domain, whereas
in the latter—a rigid polarity, a death zone,
immutability. The theory requires some
further claims, in which the stimulating
energy of color is different in its effect
on the eye from the effect of brightness.
If you place orange on white it is not the
brightness but the stimulating energy
which produces more effect on the eye.®
Goethe allows that light itself constitutes
seeing; it enables and directs the actual
motor-intentionality of looking that grants
us a visible world. In his theory it is color

8. See: Heinrich O. Proskauer, The Rediscovery of Color
(New York: Anthroposophic Press, 1986).
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Theory and practice were inextricably
entwined. However much the composition
was a genesis from material to material as
expressive and “alive” where helter-skelter
colors moved towards the evanescent
appearance of a rainbow—colors literally
shooting in and out of each other, like
Mannerist painting, creating electric,
even artificial glows, leaving one with the
sense of a dancing palette—no analysis
could yield rules for such composition.
The elements were guided by a pulsating
Lebenskraft, the source of intuition, of
synthesis, of analysis, and the direction
of that Lebenskraft could be harnessed;
through abstraction, it could gain in
simplicity, clarity, and transparency.

The picture was indeed an emergent
reality of feeling and color, a play of
shape and light. Inevitably the symbolic
came forward. Kandinsky developed his
chromatic theory. A great painter could
easily be in love with the lemon peel, or
like Morandi, the soft muted texture of light
on a kitchen utensil or the earthenware jug
which poured the chalky white of milk in
the ultimate freeze frame of Vermeer's total
absorption in the beautiful melancholy
of things, which sought in the optical
blink the now of eternity. Everyone knows
Delft never “looked” like that. Today it
looks back as an animistic fiat of what
has never been, except imagined with the
most dexterous technique and precise
distortions, solidified light, color, shape
from a camera obscura. Oran Hoffmann
remains firmly anchored in the game of
optics, the surrender to the medium and
means to find his ripening awareness as
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an inspired young artist, so much a part of
the pictorial tradition of the Lage Landen.

Kandinsky saw to his own meaning;
as there was something object-less,
the deepest feeling could also become
subject-less, the artist, an openness,
expression and resonance, guided by
animal instinct as much as the cunning
of reason. Rational or irrational didn’t
really matter, only action and the brilliant
transfer of agency in making itself. Here it
should be pointed out that what happens
for the painter has little to do with the
theory of Newton on the prismatic
break-up of light, or the theories of
Goethe as developed by Rudolf Steiner
in his building of the Goetheanum in
Dornach, contemporary with Kandinsky'’s
theorizing. The struggle was to find form
for color in the individual artistic quest,
without a guiding principle, and without a
conceptual basis. Each sensibility would
itself be a singular event, a unique means
of expression.

One can argue further, as did Hans
Hofmann in his teaching and writing
that were analogous in their impact to
that of Albers when both were exiled in
America, that each expressive medium
had to create its own autonomy of rule
and existence, and that the encounter of
different levels of practice and medium
produced a third reality, which is the
“spiritual” in art. This spiritual third
manifests itself as pure effect and the
achievement of the work is the transport
of reality into something spiritual. For
many there was confusion in thinking
about the abstract, since as Hans



The Thinking Eye

the return of visual efficacy to the interior
of the box-like and elliptical stages in
which flesh is gnarled and churned in
immense caricatural distortion. Bacon
creates through the sadic dislocations

of Picasso and the robust anamorphic
play of Holbein an almost emotionless
background-like blue skies over the
crucifixion in Raphael.

Iconophagy is a cunning of tradition
which destroys as it re-enacts, remembers
importantly what to forget, and asks if it
was ever really known in the first place.
An artist gains originality in the depth of
his commitments to tradition, when he
can de-structure what is taken for granted.
This is the modernist self-injunction to be
always modern.

Some knew in the past how to make
brown shine, and for others it was just
a faded violin seen on an overcast day.
Others could gain singing tones from
glazes and chemical additives, always
aware that a tone is never heard alone;
there is always something or someone
else, and time, as the bitumen and bistre
became destructive, as the secret recipes
gnawed away at the surface, and the
object itself, never the object in general,
became ravaged by the vagaries of time,
or relocated through the fashions of
scholarship and information technology.
If Bacon paints the suffering of feeling in
flesh and scream, he renders the moment,
a flash of time, and only as image.

The best that could be hoped for,
especially for those who still insisted on
nature as a primary referent, was that
the domains of nature and culture would

Patrick Healy 84

vibrate together: some kind of collision
would eventuate in new creations. Out

of this shock the artist becomes him- or
herself, the medium of such soundings,
and this was the direction of abstraction,
which made it so different to the dominant
direction of realism in art, enhanced by
the so-called documentary and veridical
claims of photography.

Kandinsky and everyone who
followed in the abstract expressionist
way learned the lesson from Monet, that
the object was no longer the dominant
concern, the image saturation had
become a vital exchange of a viewer and
a multiplicity of seeing and senses, which
could lead to the same conclusion that
Kandinsky reached in The Spiritual in Art,
that abstraction is capable of revealing
the inner sound of the picture.® The real
challenge was to allow the most intense
feelings their equivalence in material
realization, the kind of intensity that
the journey gathers into itself between
arriving and departure, where the homo
viator wanders to find home, and how
it takes place not as a goal but as the
process itself of the travel, the journey,
the hesitations and immensely delicate
inflections in the everyday and affective
existence itself. The question was to find
form in the reality of the singular elements
of feeling.

6. For a fuller discussion see my forthcoming Richard
Stout: The Cave of Making (Amsterdam: Vestigia
Publications, 2014).
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The very material realization of
painting—the use of colors, stable and
unstable, of saturated pigments, of
chemical or synthetic colors; the reaction
of priming agents, the effect of light on
things, the light from things, glazes, and
overlays—made painting a collusion of
cooking and chemistry that ultimately
depended on touch or even smell, as
much as the visual sense. It remained
the challenge for Albers, too, how to
create a planned art of transition in
the composition, in the play of colors
and shapes, their necessary mutuality,
and a continuous doubt if this could be
established as a radiant geometry of
feeling.

Kandinsky had become attuned
with the physical reality of color from his
experience of peasant art in Wologda.

It was this art that taught him to “live in
the picture”; this desire also explains his
scaling up of the pictures, which inevitably
would turn out to be larger than the
human scale. Rothko is reported to have
had a similar ambition. If the works could
be so absorbing, there was nothing for

the viewer other than to be also immersed
in the visual act. Philip Ball has observed
that the work of painters who deal with
vast fields of unbroken color without

any figurative reference point, compel

the viewer to respond to the raw visual
impression which was the real aim of such
painting, and indeed the logical conclusion
of Kandinsky’s teachings. Robert Hughes
thinks of Mark Rothko, Barnett Newman,
and Clyfford Still as the “theological” side
of Abstract Expressionism. It helps one to
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understand Rothko’s disavowal of color for
color’s sake, and his emphatic statement
that his only interest was in expressing
basic human emotions, adding that those
who weep before his pictures are having
the same religious experience he had
when he painted them.?

Discussing color and visual
impression, or visuality, is often an
intractable exercise. In reality, most
painters worked with conventions, what
was at hand as available pigment or
color in tubes. Some went to study the
secrets of the old masters and ended up
with enigmas. David Hockney insisted on
discovering the technology of seeing from
the late Middle Ages, and that Vermeer—
via the camera obscura—is as much
influenced by photography as Francis
Bacon. Of course it also works the other
way around, and photographers learn
as much from the conventions of art, in
framing, setting up, mise en abyme, as do
architects, whatever their insistence on
exclusive instrumentality. Just because
you look through a telescope does not
mean you are no longer myopic.

The internal citations from within the
traditions of art making and producing
create strategies and tactics of visualization
which become revolutionary only slowly
and out of obdurate necessity. One sees in
Bacon the play with the late medieval altar
piece, then monochromes of Japanese
prints, the homage to Van Gogh, the
exclusion of external light and shadows,

5. See: Philip Ball, Bright Earth: Art and the Invention of
Color (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001).



The Thinking Eye

of various debates about “object-less
paintings.”4 Imdahl begins his discussion
with a quotation from Kandinsky, who

in his late 40s reminisced about his
development as a painter. From the time
of his childhood Kandinsky recalls the
sun setting over Moscow, and identifies
this with an orchestral finale in which
the resolution of the symphony sounds
in intense living colors, each of which he
thinks of as an individual song.

Kandinsky’s memory of childhood is
transmitted in color, not unlike the episode
in Tolstoy’s autobiography when he asks
his father if there is any such thing as
a blue hare, to which his papa says “of
course there is, my dear,” and he uses
his blue paint to create that supremely
sensitive creature. Venice for Kandinsky
is also the dark shadows of the water, the
invisible lurking in blackness that even
haunts every blue, the coldness of those
shadows on the smooth hulls of gondolas,
against the open high pitch of the azure
sky which gives so much atmosphere
to the city: a kind of flickering mobility
that creates iridescence and lucidity, in
the pink, blue, and yellow so beloved of
Tiepolo. The Adriatic sings a different song
to the Mediterranean. No one is afraid of
red, yellow, or blue.

It was, however, only when
Kandinsky encountered, as he puts it,
Claude Monet’s haystack that he became
convinced a painting could be an image,
and he made a powerful connection in

4. Max Imdahl, Farbe (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag,
1987), esp. pp. 19-35.
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his mind that he had recalled the music of
Lohengrin when seeing the sun set over
Moscow. Artistic sense was a constant act
of synaesthesia; you can see that much
later in the exquisite work of the architect
Scarpa, who happily in his stucco lucido
avails of the colors of Rothko and Albers,
and behind all that the deep luminescence
and powerful saturation which the
jewel-like surface of Kandinsky’s early
chromatism displays, even when using
folk elements, as does Chagall of course.

The interplay could be mesmerizing.
Scriabin as a composer maintained he
could identify colors with different musical
keys, and painters were happy to talk
about chromatic scales and tones, and
musicians about an orchestral palette.
Metaphors were the real transport and
movement of thought.

But, there was also dissatisfaction on
Kandinsky’s part. He felt a gap between
sensibility and talent, a gap which every
artist feels and which every artist needs.
His own colors did not match what he
took as the trumpet sounds he found
in Rembrandt, or Rembrandt’s ability to
draw light out of the darkness—a primal
struggle of visibility not just a laying out of
chiaroscuro as learned from Caravaggio.
Kandinsky’s colors also lacked the
polychromatic fusions and intensities of
Wagner’s sound world, which he realized
allowed for a dense Verschmelzung of
tonality and texture that could not be
effected so easily in painting, since the
transitions so essential to the musical
composer where not easily achieved in
painting.
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to the often complex, even academic,
discussions that became important for
a generation of artists who abandoned
the idea of a picture as showing a part of
the world from a particular viewpoint, or
seeing the world through a window. The
dominant achievement set in motion by
Monet was the re-mobilizing of the motor-
intentionality of seeing, that one had to
keep moving towards and away from
the picture to see how the dimensional
flip-flop from the second to the third was
the plastic possibility of the surface of
sensation and shapes to create an image.?
Even when the complex cultural
codes are assimilated with respect to
seeing that the worlds of painting and
objects do not coincide, there is still a
fear associated with pictures, with images
that appear as a mirage when they do
not describe the so-called world out there
and instead intensify the inner forces of
affectivity and feeling, which are often
as much a continuing uneasiness, a
dread, as the fear which is always about
a future possibility. There is still a rugged
positivism which insists that the sensation
cannot just be that, affectivity that is only
immanent, and that everything is a play
of forces and intensities finding outlet and
expression. Very often works that emerge

2. In Max Raphael’s Von Monet zu Picasso we find the
first “modernist” construction of this historical filiation
from Monet to early Cubism. It can also be shown that
Raphael was the first to use the term Expressionismus
in relation to artistic practice in Berlin 1910-11 and

to analyze the movement towards abstraction in
Kandinsky’s work. This has been argued in my “Matisse
and the Earliest Theory of German Expressionism” in
Element (Dublin, 1993), pp. 29-33.
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from the artist’'s focused will are taken

as covert statements of some inchoate
spirituality, rather than the struggle to
express feeling in the most material and
objective way possible to achieve itself in
the communicative material embodiment
and organization of matter.®

It is hardly possible to approach the
refined and intellectual achievements of
Josef Albers or Oran Hoffmann in this
current exhibition without speaking again
about the theoretical discussion initiated
by Max Raphael in his seminal account of
early modernism, Von Monet zu Picasso,
from 1913, or the reflections of Kandinsky
and the significant teaching of Paul Klee
on the “gray zone!” Many other issues are
raised through the exhibition, as much
to do with the role of museums today
and the need to go beyond their role of
taxonomy, storage, and security to reclaim
their educational and creative place in the
communities of which they are such an
essential part. In bringing together Albers’s
work and Hoffmann's response to it, a site
of encounter is facilitated, one in which the
complex tradition of modernity reaffirms
itself and leads to an intricate sensorium
for a broader audience in which the
museum provides an enclave of pleasure
and intelligence not for the eye alone.

An overview of the modern
discussion on color is provided by Max
Imdahl’s book-length study, which also,
inter alia, gives an excellent account

3. The best account | can think of is Michel Henry,

The Essence of Manifestation, trans. Girard Etzkorn,
Martinus Nijhoff (The Hague: Springer, 1973). Henry also
published a splendid study on Kandinsky.
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The color purple has had a very checkered
history. It is difficult to imagine that it was
once the exclusive property of an elite,

or that its production was essential to

the creation of trade networks and even
to the economy of cities. The story of
purple can stand for all other color tales.
More complexity exists in discussing
color than in talking about the weather,
which makes a mockery of science and
prophecy equally; the suspicion that
everything is mood and affectivity leads
to an embargo on intelligence. Artists,
those who are “abstract,” face intense
problems; they work from a feeling that
they take to be always in touch with itself
and yet one that longs for a singular
moment of appearance. To do so the
artist must organize the very expression
which in principle is material and capable
of manifestation, which in principle must
make sense: it must be this, rather than
that—this purple, this orange—even
submitting to the geometry of feeling to
allow a freedom of expression. Art in that
sense had to be the “perfect storm.”

One hardly thinks of an ecology of
purple, or a politics of purple, nor does
one think to figure precisely the toga picta
of Julius Caesar whose color sent out
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the deadliest message of his ferocious
“royal” ambition, and which led to his
assassination on the Ides of March 44 BCE.
We have no difficulty, however, with the
idiom for provocation of a “red rag to a
bull” or feeling “the blues.” Colors can
thus be iconic, alliterative, symbolic, and
evocative. They are relational, as to hue,
intensity, saturation, brightness, shimmer,
sheen, yet we are trained by traffic lights
not to give a second glance, as we know
the codes perfectly. National flags are an
entire academy of colors in the world,
although it is easy to confuse Italy and
India with Ireland, or Holland with France.
Any attempt to reconstruct the emotional
feelings towards objects, things, stuff, in
the past leaves one in a quandary. There
is no lack of scholarship: the example of
purple alone, as the magnificent research
of ltamar Singer shows, is fraught even
at the most basic descriptive level." What
color was purple when it was red, or
crimson, or even blue?

It is a little over a hundred years
since the problem of expression and
abstraction was explored theoretically by
the European avant-garde; the notion of
abstract art and object-less painting still
requires stringent discussion to do justice

1. See: Itamar Singer, “Purple-Dyers in Lazpa,”

B.J. Collins, M.R Bachvarova, |.C. Rutherford (eds.),
Anatolian Interfaces: Hittites, Greeks and their
Neighbors (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2008), pp. 21-45.
Singer takes evidence from Ugarit as establishing

two main categories of “blue-purple” and “red-

purple,” following W. van Soldt’s study, and takes the
designations from Ugarit as matching the Neo-Assyrian
takiltu and argamannu, with the Hebrew tekhelet and
argaman.
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as images but as windows!"™® Hoffmann’s
works are illuminated with the aura of
the ‘Albersian’ version, with the ability

to reformulate a whole from a scheme
provided in a part of it.

If the two share a single truth, it is
the denial and rejection of the monolithic
nature of form. The liminal zones in which
the eye of their viewer wanders—and
in which they themselves wandered in
their studies on visual perception—put
forth a parable told by Albers in his book
Interaction of Color. “there is no final
solution in form; thus form demands
unending performance and invites
constant reconsideration—visually as well
as verbally."?°

19.Vilém Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography
(London: Reakton Books, 2000), p. 15.

20. Josef Albers, Interaction of Color [1963] (New Haven
and London: Yale UP, 2006), p. 73.
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Windows of Perception

Habit, says Beckett, “is a compromise
effected between the individual and his
environment, or between the individual
and his own organic eccentricities, the
guarantee of a dull inviolability, the
lightning-conductor of his existence.""”
The ways of seeing modeled in Albers’s
and Hoffmann’s work challenge the
harmful persistence of habit that
“paralyses our attention, drugs those
handmaidens of perception.”®

The project of demystifying habit
thus requires estrangement of the sense
of continuity between subject and reality,
by creating a world which appears
‘without a self’ and by transforming the
eye (momentarily) into an ‘objektiv’'—
understood in its linguistic sense as the
opposite of subjective, and in its optical
sense, as the camera’s objective lens, the
optical element closest to the object.

The moment the human eye
becomes a lens—a formative moment in
which our viewing habits are shattered—is
described in the second part of Proust’s In
Search of Lost Time (or Remembrance of
Thing Past): the narrator returns to Paris
unexpectedly, surprising his grandmother
as she reads the letters of Madame
de Sévigné. Since the grandmother is
unaware of his presence, he regards her
as if she were a photograph and himself—
the photographer. This strange mode of
observation results in an expropriation
of the beloved figure from the realms

17. Samuel Beckett, Proust and Three Dialogues with
Georges Duthuit” (London: Calder, 1987), pp. 18-19.
18. Ibid., p. 20.
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of the familiar, inducing two deaths:

hers and his. Since beyond the affinity
between photography and death already
formulated in numerous writings, it is a
moment of traumatic alienation not due
to the recognition of the non-existence

or disappearance of things in the

future, but rather due to the knowledge
of their ongoing existence without

us. Paradoxically, the habit or routine
contract of the gaze, which renders vision
subjective as it were, is revealed as a
mechanical apparatus—and it is in fact the
machine, or rather photographic vision,
that carries the affinity with the most
subjective experience as far as Proust is
concerned: the experience of involuntary
memory.

Hoffmann’s works toy with the
camera'’s insubordinate charm, its
involuntary qualities. They force the
eternally open eye-lens to observe
a controlled array of reflections and
repetitive refractions. The photographer
himself chooses the time and place in
which to perform his magic, but the
photograph responds to the photographer
by crowning him a voyeur, to the point
of his total elimination. This moment of
ostensible mechanicality, of a dissociation
between subjectivity and vision, is
shared by Hoffmann and Albers in their
reciprocal ‘dialogue.” Albers’s works,
as they encounter Hoffmann's and the
intermediary realm between them,
‘develop’ the seemingly non-symbolic,
objective nature of the technical images,
and the viewer’s ability “to see them not
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places intermittently like a sock, cast into
the laundry hamper.

An Ethics of Perception
Windows and mirrors have long been
fixed as a visual and verbal metaphor
for the threshold between the real and
the imaginary. Albers’s choice of the
“window” as an appellation for the square
in his works, and his use of the expression
“to open eyes” to define his artistic and
pedagogical goal indicate the same
openness or expansion of vision at which
his work was aimed. The fundamentals
of his system were tried and formulated
in three introductory courses which he
‘imported’ from the German Bauhaus to
the American Black Mountain College,
and subsequently to Yale University. His
drawing, color, and design classes became
a regimented experimentation lab for
exploration of the quality and various
manifestations of prevalent materials,
such as construction paper and paint
samples, as well as for exposing the
correlation between a formal arrangement
and its underlying structure.

Albers used to begin his drawing
and design classes with an exercise
in mirror writing—a basic exercise in
defamiliarization: students were asked
to write their names backwards as if
they were reflected in a mirror, and
then to write them, in that reversed
form, with their non-dominant hand.
What may appear to the contemporary
eye as tongue-in-cheek, if not a trite
exercise, points at two fundamental
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views associated with ways of seeing:
one defines the artist’s position in relation
to the world in terms of what may and
should be represented; the other sets out
to subvert the obscuring force of habit.

The artist’s position, if we turn to
John Szarkowski’s classical distinction,
oscillates on an axis whose poles are
the mirror and the window: “What a
photograph is,” Szarkowski wonders;

“is it a mirror, reflecting a portrait of the
artist who made it, or a window, through
which one might better know the world?”®
His diametric differentiation does not

take the possibility of a fusion between
these categories into account, and the
assumption that the personal, the “portrait
of the artist,” always underlies the work.
This dichotomy is foreign to the liminal
language spoken by both Albers and
Hoffmann, who use the mirror in various
ways to open up a window.

What is, then, the view seen through
the window? Landscapes subjected to the
force of habit come to mind: the horizon, a
panoramic landscape, cityscapes. But it is
these very rules that are rejected by both
artists, the view from whose metaphorical
window is turned at vision itself.

In his fascinating essay “Proust,’
Samuel Beckett analyses habit—
the sequence of agreements made
between a subject and reality—as part
of the perception of time and memory
so central to Marcel Proust’s work.

16. See: John Szarkowski, Mirrors and Windows:
American Photography Since 1960 (New York: The
Museum of Modern Art, 1978), p. 25.
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a meeting point with the dimensions of
the space. The division of the human
body into two sides as in a mirror image
duplicates both the vertical planes

(up and down, front and rear) and the
horizontal plane (right and left). The eye
wandering between the represented
space and the actual space primarily
seeks that which the space contains by
essence, a place; in other words, it strives
to find its real place in relation to and
within that which is represented. This call
and the demand for orientation transform
the viewer into a ‘machine’ that scans
spatial interrelations; he becomes a
camera.

Hoffmann'’s choice of a column
and corner as the focal points of his
observation and the formal ‘interplay’
turns the works into a laboratory of
borders that have been transformed
into a passage (one may see through
the column and through the corner),
embedding photography in the logic of
obscurity, in a non-fixating substance, a
non-fixer which allows for transformation
and metamorphosis.

In the liminal area, in the crosswalk
shared by Albers and Hoffmann, a border
discourse transpires; the buzz of airports
and train stations, and even concert halls
at the moments before the opening note is
heard. If we wish to criticize the works, we
may attribute to this argument what was
once said about the New Novel (nouveau
roman): that its whispers are those of
boredom that finds refuge far from reality
in schemes; that in its formal quests it
has abandoned its social responsibilities;
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that its gaze at objects strips them of all
meaning...”® At this moment we require
the capacity of expanding-encapsulation
essential to Albers’s pedagogy, we require
a metaphor.

“In modern Athens,” Michel de
Certeau writes in The Practice of Everyday
Life, “the vehicles of mass transportation
are called metaphorai. To go to work or
come home, one takes a ‘metaphor’'—a
bus or a train”' | would like to read
the work of Albers and Hoffmann as
that Athenian “metaphor.” Their poetic-
spatial syntax mediates a demanding
experience of viewing, a back-and-forth
wandering vis-a-vis the surface which is
not the exclusive lot of those viewing a
work of art, but rather a known existential
experience arising in liminal states.

| find myself defining threshold
As being the geometrical place
Of the comings and goings

In my Father’s House.'®

Poet Michel Barrault thus describes the
experience of knocking on another’s
door, the borderline disorder of our
self, cast into the world, bound by
reticulated embroidery and the body’s
contours. For, inside and outside switch

13. See Roland Barthes, “Do Things Mean Something?,”
The Grain of the Voice: Interviews, 1962-1980,

trans. Linda Coverdale (Evanston: Northwestern UP,
2009), p. 9.

14. Michel de Certeau, “Spatial Stories,” The Practice
of Everyday Life, trans. S. Rendail (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1984), p. 115.

15. Michel Barrault, Dominicale, |, p. 11; quoted in:
Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria
Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969) p. 223.
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The term mise-en-abyme originated
in the language of heraldry, indicating
the depiction of an image in the middle
of a given shield identifying the particular
aristocrat, which is usually a scaled down
representation of the same shield with its
particular bearings. In our context, we are
interested in its manifestations in literature
and art, first formulated by André Gide, a
keen student of heraldry, who observed
that this embedding of an image within an
image attests to the self-reflexive nature
of the work of art. An essential feature of
mise-en-abyme is total identity between
the contained image and the containing
image, a likeness which exposes the
meaning of the work and its formal
structure.

In his comprehensive study about
mise-en-abyme (Le récit spéculaire, 1977),
Lucien Dallenbach specifies the various
manifestations of this device in verbal and
visual works, one of which is, as aforesaid,
the self-reflexive mode (since it is a
component of the work which looks at that
work and its modes of expression)."?

In light of this insight, observation of
Albers’s works points to the ‘color
geometry’ unique to them and to the
fusion between color and form. The
pattern of reflection and repetition makes
it possible to distinguish between the
‘formulaic’ elements and to identify

the ‘mirror script’ and the reversal and
repetition exercises in the works as

12. Lucien Dallenbach, The Mirror in the Text,
trans. Jeremy Whitely with Emma Hughes (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1989).
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essentially formal—while color, the form’s
‘flesh, signifies the difference, provides
volume and vitality, and, in many respects,
defines its identity (e.g. an orange square
vs. a black square).

Color, which Albers regarded as
the most relative means in art, draws
the attention necessary for vision and
supports the eye’s ability to wander and
maintain a relation of in-betweenness
in art and the world. The question of
relation and proportion is fundamental
to the constitution of Albers’s works as
disparate, differentiated instances and not
as what may appear to the fluttering gaze
as a tedious repetition. It is the works’
self-reflexive nature—an entire world of
internal relations, rooted in modernism’s
autistic spectrum—that structures their
ability to maintain a relationship with
other works, their call for comparison and
differentiation.

In Hoffmann’s case, the reflective
mode lies in the reproductive nature
of photography and in the modus
operandi unique to an artist using
mirrors to capture the image. The
spatial quality of his photographs
stems from the relationship between
the photographing body and the space,
and from the folds and interstices
typical of the photographed spaces. The
photographs of the gallery, for instance,
seem to document the space in which
the viewer stands, where this wording
itself—"stands,” “
a myriad of variants associated with
vision and the spatial experience. The
vertical-photographer-viewer embodies

viewer” —generates
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of spatial orientation is lost as he attempts
to figure out the location of the eye-lens
that sought to capture the space. Standing
in a space which opens up to other spaces,
the viewer thus populates the threshold
which Walter Benjamin called a zone,
a place that one may occupy, and not
a border.

“We have grown very poor in
threshold experiences,’ " Benjamin
wrote in his unfinished Arcades Project
(Passagenwerk), lamenting on the reduced
status of the liminal, the lost ability to
spend time in-between without developing
dichotomous vision. The threshold’s
appeal lies in the superposition, in the
confused ends which constantly sustain
the possibility of their unraveling. The
Arcades Project is the work of the eye and
the body moving within and constituting
the space as an arcade, as a passage,
since passusin Latin means step, a pass is
a narrow passage, and passage indicates
the movement through or along, as well
as the structure in and through which
movement occurs.

Observing the work of both Albers
and Hoffmann, the passage proposed
to us is obviously not real, one which
expands under arches amid the city
buildings, but rather one that takes place
in the field of visibility. The “window,” as
Albers called the square, the most basic
unit which generates the multi-variant
syntax underlying his work, demands a

10. Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard
Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
UP, 1994), p. 494.
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unique observation experience whose
qualities may be bound in-between
the frontal and the visual, to use Hagi
Kenaan's terms: “The ‘frontal’ is a
flattening construction of the visual field,
one by which the visual is turned into a
facade. [...] The frontal is the suppression
of the fact that the world’s visuality is not
merely another fact in our world but is the
basic form of our existence!” The visual, in
contrast, is subject to the eye which rejects
the frontal flattening; it is always “suffused
with dimensions of non-visibility: being a
domain of appearance and revelation.”"
This, to me, is where the essence
of a Homage to the Square lies—a
body of work to which Albers devoted
himself from 1949, and which became
representative of his work: not a gesture
of appreciation flying in a chance
breeze, but rather an indication of the
fundamental value of the square in
managing the eye’s leaping thresholds.
The enigma inspiring Albers’s works, their
ability to enchant, is rooted in the internal
formal echoing (a form inside a form)
which sends waves outwards, shuffling
“the gaze’s frontal habits.” In this sense,
the act of “placing into the abyss” —the
literal translation of the French term
mise-en-abyme—also echoes in-between
and within the work of Albers and
Hoffmann alike.

11. Hagi Kenaan, “Joshua Borkovsky: Painting as a
Meta-Optics,” in cat. Veronese Green: Joshua Borkovsky,
Paintings, 1987-2012, curator: Moshe Ninio,

trans. Richard Flantz (Jerusalem: The Israel Museum,
2013), pp. 163-162.
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Photography’s indexical capacity,
its perpetuating quality, and its role as
a descriptive, affirmative medium have
masked its ‘abstracting’ qualities as a
transformative medium which performs
a metamorphosis in the transition from a
representation of reality to reality itself.
The expansion of the field of photography,
discussed at length by such scholars as
Rosalind Krauss, George Baker, Walead
Beshty, and Lyle Rexer,® focused on
observation of the medium not only
as a time capsule which generates
phantasmagoric repercussions between
the photographer and the viewer, but
also as a paving and opening of ways
of seeing. The medium reorganization
proposed by the encounter between
Albers and Hoffmann thus calls for
observation not of or through the thing,
but rather with it: how does one see with
asquare?

On the Threshold
Albers’s and Hoffmann'’s work transpires
on the threshold, on the doorstep.

The one, as documented in a well
known photograph at the archive of
Black Mountain College, North Carolina,
is seen upon his arrival to the United

8. See Walead Beshty, “Abstracting Photography” and
George Baker, “Photography and Abstraction,” in: Alex
Klein (ed.), Words Without Pictures (Los Angeles & New
York: LACMA & Aperture, 2009), pp. 292-315, 358-378;
Lyle Rexer, The Edge of Vision: The Rise of Abstraction
in Photography (New York: Aperture, 2013); see also:
Walead Beshty, “Abstracting Photography,” cat. Pleated
Blinds, curator: Ory Dessau (Petach Tikva, Israel: Petach
Tikva Museum of Art, 2010), pp. 117-123.
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States from Berlin in 1933, wrapped in

a heavy coat, next to his wife Anni, an
artist and a personal interpreter. His
appearance is rigid and reserved, and his
hands ostensibly obey some geometric
law: crossed, they outline a tight grasp.
“Germans to Teach Art Near Here,” the
caption declares, echoing a stammered
language, the liminal tongue of an
immigrant who has not yet worked out
the right syntax, weaving words from here
with syntax from there.

The other holds a camera, a medium
which, according to Aim Dedelle Liiski,
is “in a liminal state, [...] it is seeable,
but unwilling to show.”® The state of in-
betweenness, being neither here nor
there, the experience of being swept in,
into that which opens up, and at the same
time, being pushed out, encapsulates, in
many respects, the temptation proposed
in the work of both artists.

Albers: In the blend he concocted
between form and formula; in the
organization of forms and their
interrelations; in proposing a dynamic
relationship as an alternative to the
symmetric or mathematical relations all
too expected in the geometric context;
in understanding the spatial qualities
of form.

Hoffmann: In the surface which
represents real spaces (including the one
that contains the viewer—namely, the
gallery space) in which the viewer’s sense

”

9. Aim Detuelle Liski, “Photography after the Simulacra,
Erev Rav, 26 May 2013,
http://erev-rav.com/archives/24156 [Hebrew].
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his lecture about “Exactitude”).*

Is Albers, the reader may ask himself,
a Kafkaesque “hunger artist”?® Do his
works propose self-eradication, the result
of the reduction he forced upon himself as
an artist? To my mind, the answer is no,
yet viewers of his work today are required
to separate the wheat from the chaff, to
shake off the nullifying language-body
formulated by Modernism in literature and
art (when it introduced a wall between
words and meaning), to avoid using a
physical rhetoric (the barrier between the
mouth and the mind), and opt instead for
the physical-spatial experience proposed
by the works.

This experience, one must bear in
mind, does not encompass unmediated,
unrestrained expression. It certainly obeys
the foremost moral edict of the modern
artist: to reject romantic narratives or,
to paraphrase Paul Valéry:¢ it regards
the work of art as a kind of machine for
producing the poetic state of mind by
means of verbal matter and modeling it as
a rational structure.

4. Italo Calvino, “Exactitude,” in Six Memos for the Next
Millennium, trans. Patrick Creagh (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard UP, 1988), p. 57.

5. See Franz Kafka, “A Hunger Artist,” in The
Metamorphosis, The Penal Colony, and Other Stories,
trans. Willa and Edwin Muir (New York: Schocken
Classics, 1988), pp. 243-277; this is one of the short
stories most identified with Kafka, who masterfully
described the bizarre yet not uncommon phenomenon
of “hunger art” Kafka was inspires by a famous “hunger
artist” in his time, Giovanni Succi, who fasted for over
forty days, and sold photographs of his performance.
His story was covered by the international press.

6. See: Paul Valéry, The Collected Works of Paul Valéry,
Vol. 7: The Art of Poetry, trans. Denise Folliot (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1971), p. 79.
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If the crisis of the abstract is, to a
large extent, the crisis of the signifier—
namely, the loss of our ability as viewers
to observe a square as a step towards the
‘absolute’ or as a pure visual pattern, and
an insistence to seek a hidden ‘signified’
ostensibly lurking behind it—then the
mutual presence of the two bodies of
work in the exhibition space is aimed at
a different emphasis or variation from
among the variants of abstraction, one
which is now identified mainly with
contemporary photography.

According to Walead Beshty,
“narrative never really happens in
a photograph, and it seemed like
that impossibility was what staged
photography was about—in other words
what was absent—and the viewer was
directed towards this missing component.
It's kind of like abstraction, because the
only thing that makes something abstract
now is that it looks like something that
was once called abstract, so it's an echo
of something that once had a clear
motivation.”” Beshty responds to the
categorization of his works and their likes
as “abstract photography,” a title which
may also apply to Hoffmann’s works as
they intersect with Albers’s. The refusal to
fully disclose the image they contain, thus,
does not wish to be read as emptying, but
rather indicates reference to the medium
as a means to study reality and as the
vehicle of research at the same time.

7. Walead Beshty & Eileen Quinlan, “Art: Interview,”
BOMB Magazine (September 2009),
http://bombmagazine.org/article/3344/walead-beshty-
eileen-quinlan.
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away from the viewer’s eye; a square
within a square within a square—What
does one see when he sees an Albers?
Formulation misses the goal; it
violates vision by transforming the artist
and his artistic corpus into a general
noun, a ‘square, as that which is most
quintessentially identified with his work.
Therefore, | would like to linger within
the bounds of the thought pattern which
contemplates abstraction as an anti-
verbal ideology seeking to introduce a
barrier between vision and language
in order to examine the validity of this
anti-verbal suspicion. The institutional
and cultural status of the abstract—
which, since its days as an ‘avant-garde’
leading a revolution in the tradition of
painting, has in itself become a strong
and solid canonical rear—likewise calls for
reconsideration, a gaze which would grasp
its formulae without being immersed

u“

in them. The grid’s “will to silence,” as
maintained by Rosalind E. Krauss in The
Originality of the Avant-Garde," is met by
sweeping verbosity and the demand to fill
the void left by an untitled work, lacking
narrative clues and devoid of a ‘subject.

The abstract was observed walking
hand-in-hand with theory which was
intended to put the painterly form and
the pure image into words, articulating
the eye’s critical voice, signifying the
silent presence of the work, and keeping
a thunderous silence regarding its

1. Rosalind E. Krauss, “Grids,” The Originality of the
Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1985), p. 9.
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transformation into bourgeois decoration
under the auspices of capital. Withdrawing
into the boundaries of the painting, the
geometric striving to the heart of the
figure, and the elimination of the voice of
the self gave rise to works which are hard
to digest, whose association with anorexia
may offer a path towards addressing the
guestion raised at the beginning of this
chapter.?

Once he realized the withdrawal and
reduction involved in writing, Kafka wrote
in his diary (January 3, 1912): “When it
became clear in my organism that writing
was the most productive direction for my
being to take, everything rushed in that
direction and left empty all those abilities
which were directed towards the joys
of sex, eating, drinking, philosophical
reflection and above all music. | atrophied
in all these directions.”® The reductive
denial of the flesh, of fat, in the anorectic
process, is linked with a sense of
control over nature by means of its
negation, modeling the body into a pure,
incorporeal ideal which presents that
which is left as a visual form of protest—
against excess, against the bluntness of
expression—being stripped of “the inner
inevitability that ought to mark every
image,’ to borrow Italo Calvino’s words (in

2. For an elaboration of the anorectic practice, see
Michal Ben-Naftali’s beautiful essay, “And she did eat,
and was sufficed, and left,” in A Chronicle of Separation:
On Deconstruction’s Disillusioned Love (Tel Aviv:
Resling, 2000), pp. 132-201 [Hebrew].

3. The Diaries of Franz Kafka, ed. Max Brod,

trans. Joseph Kresh and Martin Greenberg with the
cooperation of Hannah Arendt (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1964), p. 163.
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In Lieu of an Introduction

A small hole in the bathroom swallowed
the entire space of the house. The door
installed in it, which was designed and
painted like all the other doors in my
childhood home, stirred my imagination,
a child’s imagination which was immersed
in size relations and regarded a toy—that
which was ‘downsized’—as a model of the
world, an existential scale.

The dirty laundry was cast into this
opening to be collected on the other side—
the utility room. My gaze fell on the hole
framed with porcelain tiles, a rectangle
within a square; | was enchanted by that
which opened and that which closed.

It is hard to tell how many times |
performed this act: the routine of tossing
clothes. Its prosaic nature dissipated vis-
a-vis the magic of a space-swallowing
space. The dream of a secret garden in a
standard apartment block taught me what
parentheses were:

(a medium that opens up between two
things).

The exhibition is motivated by an
essential question: What is the thing
that opens up—that is activated—by the
mutual presence of two? What will an
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imaginary conversation yield between
two bodies of work and two artists, whose
origin, time, place, and medium situate
them at two distant extremes of a broad
field of influence? One, Josef Albers—the
educator whose figure, a father figure, is
etched into the infrastructure of modern
painting; the other, Oran Hoffmann—who
formulates modes of observation through
the lens. Or, perhaps: one, Hoffmann—a
young artist, a ‘citizen of the art world,
who confronts his strong predecessor to
make room for himself; and the other,
Albers, an artist whose work has been
impressed in the muted, overtheorized
pattern of the abstract, and today it calls
for a fresh gaze.

What lies in-between is the exhibition
space and its thematic concern, a set of
axes unfolding under the auspices of
Albers’s experimental spirit, striving to
regard the artistic undertaking of both
artists as a research process aimed at
perception and modes of observation.
This reciprocal friction kindles the spark
of vision; Albers’s well-known ethical call
“to open eyes” is construed as a spatial-
physical event, like wandering on the
threshold, in liminal realms.

With a Square

The relation between the center of a figure
(vertically) and the center of the margins
(vertically) compared with the organization
of the page (all the centers of the figures
are almost vertical with each other,
balanced by the gray on top); a rhomb
which may appear like a plane that draws
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of the catalogue; to editor Daphna Raz for
optimizing the text and for the translation
from English; to Daria Kassovsky for the
attentive English translation; to Amir
Azoulai for matting Albers’s works and for
his enlightening advice; to Tibi Hirsch for
framing the works; and to the Museum’s
library staff—Yifat Keidar, Yaffa Goldfinger,
Amy Dinnerstein, Dafnit Maskovich, and
Noa Dagan—for the invaluable assistance
in locating research materials. Many
members of the museum staff and other
individuals have contributed to the
realization of the exhibition. My thanks
and appreciation to each and every one of
them.

Suzanne Landau
Director and Chief Curator



Foreword

“Let us start with two images,’ Rosalind
Krauss proposes at the beginning of her
essay “Photography’s Discursive Spaces,"’
in which she focuses on the genre of 19th-
century landscape photography through

a comparison between two: a photograph
made by Timothy O’Sullivan in 1868, and
a later lithographic copy of it. This move,
it would seem, is valid and applicable

to seeing and observation in general. In
many respects, we always begin with two,
two images—one is rooted in reality, the
other—in its representation; one, which
faces us, encounters the one imprisoned
within us, within the lexicon of images
and contexts which we have acquired

and formulated for ourselves over the
years. The comparison between two

is the heart and soul of this exhibition,
which juxtaposes in a single space the
differentiated oeuvres of Josef Albers

and Oran Hoffmann, spinning a web of
convergences and divergences between
them.

The relationship between mentor
and disciple—so identified with Albers's
pedagogical heritage and his status as a
father figure in the history of modernism
in the United States—is formulated here
by the very engagement with an inter-
generational genealogy (whether real or

1. Rosalind E. Krauss, “Photography’s Discursive
Spaces,’ in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other
Modernist Myths (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1986), p. 131.
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fictive). What happens in the gap between
the different modi of the abstract in
Modernist painting and sculpture, and its
reverberations in the work of a generation
of contemporary photographers such as
Walead Beshty, Eileen Quinlan, Barbara
Kasten, and Oran Hoffmann? What kind of
a world is contained in works which reject
the image or its exposure?

The encounter between Albers’s
prints and Hoffmann'’s photographs
transforms the modes of reading
and assessing the works, together or
separately; it reveals photographic echoes
in Albers’s works and formal qualities in
Hoffmann's, diagnosing the work of both
as an investigation of reality which is,
at the same time, also an inquiry of the
means used in that very investigation.

| would like to extend my gratitude
to Mrs. and Mr. Alvin I. Schragis, who
donated print albums by Josef Albers
to the museum in 1986, a selection of
which is presented in this exhibition;
thanks to Oran Hoffmann who embraced
the conceptual and practical duet in
the gallery space with enthusiasm and
commitment. Special thanks to Patrick
Healy for his fascinating catalogue
essay, and to Guillaume Rouchon of
Tempo Rubato gallery, Tel Aviv, for the
fruitful collaboration. Heartfelt thanks to
Irith Hadar for her belief in the project;
and sincere thanks, of course, to Dalit
Matatyahu, the curator of the exhibition,
for the affinities sketched between the two.

Warm thanks to all those who took
part in the project’s implementation: to
Michal Sahar for the meticulous design
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