


from a 1955 edition of MAD magazine, Supermarkets is one of 10
large paintings on paper that Polke made at the urging of his Swiss
dealer Toni Gerber. who planned to sell them to a consortium of
collectors. At MoMA, it hangs in a gallery intentionally overloaded
with work in order to, as a wall text explains, "evoke the stimulation
of all the senses that occurs during a hallucination.” Some of this
stimulation comes in the form of three 16mm films simultaneously
projected on different walls, their musical soundtracks bleeding into
each other (resulting. at one point, in a mash-up of Herbie Hancock
and Captain Beefheart). One film, Quenta’s Hazy Blue
Shvidfehanistan-Pakistan (ca. 1974-76), presents footage of some
cruel bear-baiting and blurry pans of watching crowds. Showing how
Polke's visual impulses traversed the boundarnies of different
medinms, the crowd motif turns up in two nearby paintings on
political themes, Moo and, in spray paint on newsprint, Against the
Two Superpowers-For a Red Switzerlamd (1976).

It is in the 19705, partly through his discovery of Francis Picabia's
"Transparencies” and, perhaps more importantly, through his
experiments with photography and film (and. no doubt, thanks to his
affection for psychedelic drugs) that Polke developed his practice of
overlaying multiple images. An early example of this, and one that
involves a kind of self-iconoclasm, is Dr. Berlin (1969-74), a
painting in which irregular arrays of dots and a disassembled
cartoony face sporting a big pair of red, sprav-painted lips are
superimposed over a neat composition of geometric lines and
carefully aligned dot grids. What Polke had in fact done was to paint
on top of one of his own 1968 canvases (a companion to
Consfructivist) in his gonzo cartoony style of the mid-1970s. This
overpainting anticipates Polke's great multilayered paintings of the
early 19805, such as Fiiis Is How You Sir Correcily (qfter Goval, an
important 1982 piece that was not in the show, and The Living Stink
and the Dead Are Not Presemt (1983), with its corrosive Pop. In
paintings like these Polke seems to be imitating lap dissolves in
movies, those barely perceptible moments when one shot fades into
another. The closest parallel may be Jean-Luc Godard's Histoire(s)
dit Cinema (made from the late 1980s through 1998), a slow-edit epic
video meditation on film history that uses eccentric and deliriously
beautiful lap dissolves (often from a still shot to a painting) to
radically reshuffle history.

ANOTHER SPECTACULAR YEAR for Polke was 1982-83, After
extensive travels around the globe in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
the 41-year-old artist, now living in Cologne. gave himself
wholeheartedly to painting, simultaneously working abstractly and
with recognizable imagery, a duality he would sustain until the end of
his life. It was at this time that history, as opposed to contemporary
popular culture, became central to his art. It's true that in the 1960s
Polke had alluded to the Nazi period in a number of drawings, but

now he addressed the darker chapters of German history with great
pictonal power in two memorable paintings, Paganini (1981-83),
which is in the MoMA show, and Camp (1982), which, sadly, isn't.
Surrounding the famed violin virtuoso with metastasizing swastikas,
Paganini, a dramatically wide painting on printed fabric. echoes
novels by Klaus Mann (Mephisto, 1936) and Thomas Mann (Dokrar
Faustus, 1947) in its linkage of Nazism to the spectacle of an artist
prepared to make a Faustian pact with the devil. In Camp, rows of
perimeter lights and tall barbed-wire fencing seem to emerge from a
roiling cloud of black smoke, created when Polke bumed part of the
painting (most likely with a compressed-gas flame), leaving lavers of
soot and chamred fabric. Powerful though it is, however, Camp is
uncharacteristically direct in its visceral evocation of the Holocaust,
compared to the complex mise-en-scéne of Paganini or the
multilayered, pictorially tangled "Watchtower” series of the mid-
19805, The year 1982 also gave birth to the "Negative Value™ series,
large. mysteriously nurky compositions of dense violet and brown
that signaled Polke's growing fascination with the chemical
properties of pigments.

While impressively expansive and deep in its tracking of Polke's
career, "Alibis" gives relatively little space to the last two decades of
the artist's life. There are about a dozen works from 1990-99
(including the grand Mrs, Aufunn and Her Two Daughters) and only
11 from 2000-10, mostly in two small low-ceilinged galleries at the
end of the show. By contrast there are some 50 works from 1980-89.
Although the reluctance of lenders and the great size of some of
Palke's late works may have played a role here (room was found in
MoMA's big-box atrium for Season’s Hortest Trend, a 2003 fabric
painting that measures over 9 by 16 feet, and the topical but not
visually compelling 21-by-16-foot The Hunt for the Taliban and Al
Qaeda, 2002), the implication is that his later work is of lesser
importance. Polke's final major achievement—the windows he
designed for the Grossmilnster Cathedral in Zurich—is
acknowledged in a film. In a vitrine nearby sits one of his very last
works, a small notebook whose pages have been completely filled
with dark veils of black ink. Presumably made as he battled cancer,
it's a heartbreaking object, a final somber note fo career of symphonic
breadth.

The deemphasizing of the post-1990 work is especially surprising
since the only previous U.S. Polke survey occurred at the beginning
of the 1990s. It would have been great to see once again Polke's
“Magic Lantern” series from 1992—iconographically dense paintings
designed to be looked at from both sides—and some of the resin-
soaked paintings that were in "Polke-Bemstein-Amber," a fascinating
2006 show at Michael Wemer Gallery in New York that paired
several of Polke's "Amber Paintings" with exquisite Renaissance and
Baroque-era decorative amber artifacts. (The range and depth of
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Polke's art-historical references reveal his antiquarian side; his later
work throngs with details from old master prints.) There's no doubt
that it was in the 1980s that Polke's intemational influence was at its
zenith, so maybe it's right for that decade to be given so much space.
Daoes this mean that Polke no longer exerts powerful influence on
younger artists? It's more likely that his work is now such an integral
part of the DNA of contemporary art we can no longer isolate its
influence.4

Throughout the recent publications on Polke, art historians and
curators can be seen combing through his recorded statements,
closely examining his work and exploring his archives in order to
bring some degree of certainty to the many questions surrounding his
processes and intentions. (Certainty, we should remember, was never
much favored by this artist. who once attached quotations about
Heisenberg's uncertainty principle to a series of large-scale works-the
1969-71 quartet "The Ride on the Eight of Infinity,” one of which is
in "Alibis.") It was perhaps in acknowledgement of Polke's dislike of
being pinned down and his deep anti-authoritarian bent that the
editors of the MoMA catalogue solicited contributions from several
artists, A very useful and highly personal text by Jutta Koether tracks
Polke's impact on younger German artists. He was, Koether writes,
“never the Good Artist, the Paragon, the Reliable Quantity,” but,
rather, a "Bad Dad" who "always bore something disconcerting and

strange within him that grew stronger over the :.raars,""

In her contribution, Tacita Dean speculates on Polke's creative
process: "He intuited which gesture was the right one and acted
accordingly. Such knowledge 15 subcutaneous and should never be
brought into the conscious realm but has to stay just beneath its
surface. Not many artists can keep it there. Polke relied on such
mechanisms as chance and contingency, and I suspect he worked
quickly and without pause for unnecessary lhuug;ht." If the scholar
hopes to one day exhaust the work's mysteries, the artist knows that

the moment of total clarity will never arrive.

Although "Alibis" and the accompanying catalogue overflow with
impressive research and interpretation, with all the apparatus of ant
historical canonization, happily the exhibition doesn't try to impose
any conventional narrative of artistic development, even dispensing
with wall labels in favor of a newsprint exhibition guide. For the
most part, the show bravely embraces all the brilliance and
contradictions and elusiveness that made Polke so "disconcerting and
strange.” One leaves the museum having leamed much more about
Polke, and the experience of his generation of Germans, but the
questions that linger far outnumber any solid answers, which, with
this artist. is just as it should be.



CURRENTLY ON VIEW "Alibis: Sigmar Polke, 1963-2010," at the
Museum of Modem Ant, New York, through Aug. 3; "Living with
Pap: A Reproduction of Capitalist Realism,” at Artists Space, New
York, June 7-Aug. 17.

RAPHAEL RUBINSTEIN is a New York-based poet and critic, and
professor of critical studies at the University of Houston. See
Contributors page.





