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Introduction


Someone recently told me that I was a populist. At first I was taken aback, but then I realized it might make sense.


I have spent much of the last decade thinking about how to bridge the gap between the broader population and an art world that is often considered niche, elitist, and hard-to-understand. My interest in fighting what is often an uphill battle is probably rooted in two related facts: 1) that I was originally an art world “outsider” myself—though I now hesitate to adopt the label of “insider,” and 2) I would like the family and community in which I was raised (one generally not involved in the visual arts) to appreciate what I care deeply about.


For a long time I thought I would bridge this gap by teaching modern and contemporary art history. I spent six years in a PhD program in art history and archaeology (at the Institute of Fine Arts, New York University); I taught modern and contemporary art history at NYU, Parsons, and the Museum of Modern Art; and upon receiving my doctorate I focused on securing a professorship. But a few months into my search, my career trajectory took an unexpected turn when I was hired by Artsy to direct The Art Genome Project (TAGP), an ambitious “big data” tagging program for art that was then in its nascent stages. Like Pandora’s Music Genome Project, which powers its music recommendations, TAGP would categorize art in a nuanced way so that people could explore different categories of art and receive recommendations for artworks or artists they might like. This was an innovative, twenty-first-century melding of art history and technology that also made for a very serendipitous way to learn about art, especially for people who weren’t sure where to start. I felt a real affinity for TAGP and Artsy’s mission—to make all the world’s art accessible to anyone with an Internet connection—and I ended up staying at Artsy and wrapping my mind around what it meant to be an art historian without a teaching job. It did not hurt that my personal mission as an art historian was more than satisfied by a project that would be accessible not just to the students in my lecture hall at NYU, but to potentially millions of art lovers all over the world.


It might seem counterintuitive that I would choose—given my work with Artsy on The Art Genome Project and my interest in digital tools—to still write books, this book in particular.


Yet my experience working online has shown me the strengths and weaknesses of a digital forum especially when it comes to introductory art education. On one hand, our digital world can allow incredible (often free) access to images, information, and highly engaging multimedia and video experiences. At the same time, digital experiences can often be too big and too quick to allow for meaningful introductions to art education, particularly contemporary art.


I have also found much of the printed matter currently available as contemporary art introductions far from satisfying—surveys that involve too many artists and cannot, by nature of their form, handle too much analysis, leading to a superficial if not distorted understanding of the contemporary art landscape. And the writing is often jargon-filled, which makes the subject difficult to approach. Additionally, these books can focus too much on the art market, the business of art, or the personal lives of artists rather than what keeps the whole art world going: the beginning and end of the art world—the artworks themselves.


Accordingly, The Big Picture is constructed in a very deliberate way to complement digital art education and currently available material for people seeking an accessible, comprehensive, and relevant introduction to contemporary art.


First, it focuses on just ten artworks that I have personally selected and which I believe are among the most important from the past fifteen years. These artworks are analyzed in an extended fashion to emphasize the attention needed to look at contemporary art and show how such close looking can reveal the depth and power of works of art, their many nuances and meanings. To best understand a work’s significance, it is equally important to contextualize works in the broader history of contemporary art, so each chapter takes time to “zoom out” to explain a tendency or trend the artwork is representative of. Furthermore, as most new art trends bear a significant relationship to the past, they are often compared to historical art movements they might be rooted in.


The Big Picture is also slow. It is a book in ten chapters. It is not digital. It does not include an app; there are no notifications or endlessly updating content feeds. The purpose of the book’s structure is to focus the reader on selected artworks and the stories about them—the belief being that longer, engaging narratives about a small number of iconic works is perhaps more useful and enduring for readers than an A–Z survey. Additionally, The Big Picture is written in an accessible style; every effort has been made to avoid or to explain art world jargon when it comes up, without dumbing down the complexity of what is being discussed.


The most direct model for The Big Picture came from a course I taught at MoMA called “Modern in Five”—a brief history of modern art told through five artworks, and like this book, close attention to individual artworks expanded outward to a discussion of major movements.


In the ten chapters of The Big Picture, which run chronologically from 1999 to the summer of 2014, readers will encounter artworks made by artists from around the world. The artists featured are: Andreas Gursky, Olafur Eliasson, Rachel Harrison, Kehinde Wiley, Vik Muniz, Ai Weiwei, Ryan Trecartin, Marina Abramović, Tauba Auerbach, and Kara Walker. Their artworks are examples of large-scale topographic photography, monumental installation, sculptural mash-ups, figurative painting, political and collaborative projects, video art, performance, abstract painting, public art, and works engaging with racial and sexual themes—and as such, represent some (but by no means all) of the current, and often overlapping tendencies in contemporary art.


The Big Picture concludes with a list of what I consider invaluable resources for learning more about contemporary art, as I see this book as a “jumping-off point” for further exploration, not a one-stop shop for everything you need to know about contemporary art. This list is by no means an exhaustive presentation, but I figure it is enough until someone else offers you more (or better) suggestions.


On a final note, my choice of ten artworks is not a “top 10 list” or a choice of the most iconic works of contemporary art, but a strategic choice of—albeit what I think are some of the best—artworks in recent history that allow me to share what I see as some of the most influential approaches available in contemporary art today. Also, my choices, while international and relatively more gender-balanced than the realities of the art world, are inherently subjective, as any project of this nature must be. As such, in this case, my selections are limited by my experience as a white Jewish male working and living in New York, my greater social and economic situation in this world, as well as my particular professional roles in the art industry. I acknowledge these limitations and biases as I believe it’s important for art historians (or any type of historian) to foreground them when presenting seemingly objective history.


I hope you enjoy The Big Picture and are inspired by the works and artists discussed within these pages.



1


Andreas Gursky,
Rhine II, 1999




One of the centerpieces of the German photographer Andreas Gursky’s 2001 mid-career retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art in New York was a photograph titled Rhine II from 1999.1


Compared to the historical scale of the photographic image—small black, white, and gray rectangles about the size of one’s head—Rhine II was enormous. The biggest prints in the series (for Rhine II was an edition of six) measured almost 12 feet long and 7 feet high. To put it in a broader perspective, abstract expressionist Jackson Pollock’s One, Number 1—one of the most iconic paintings in MoMA’s collection—was only slightly larger at 8 feet 10 inches x 17 feet 5 5/8 inches (2.7 x 5.3 m).


Its enormous size could have allowed for a wealth of compositional possibilities, but Rhine II was formally extremely simple—a river scene in a landscape with just a few elements running horizontally across the viewer’s point of view: a cloudy gray sky, extremely dense and richly green grass, ever-so-slightly windswept water, and a uniform gray pedestrian path. The image was printed with a milky-white margin and then framed in wood.


Rhine II would eventually enter the record books as the most expensive photograph ever sold at auction—$4,338,500 at Christie’s New York in November 2011, a record which still stands. It’s an amount larger than the works of artists considered masters of the medium, such as Cindy Sherman, Edward Steichen, Edward Weston, Alfred Stieglitz, Richard Avedon—or anyone else. How did this happen?


Andreas Gursky (b. 1955) was in many respects born to be a photographer. His father and grandfather were both leading commercial photographers in Leipzig, Germany, and as his childhood bedroom was literally in the middle of his parents’ photography studio, it stands to reason that he was taught the tools of the trade at a young age. Yet Gursky did not pursue photography seriously until he was twenty-three. Like many in his generation, he rebelled against his family and the materialism of what was then West Germany, which for him meant exploring a career in psychology or social work.


Initially Gursky was attracted to a subjective type of street photography pursued in Germany by people like Otto Steinert and best known in the work of French photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson, who championed the notion of the photograph as the capture of a “decisive moment” in life. As a result, he decided to attend the Folkwang University of the Arts in Essen, where Steinert taught in what was at the time the leading art school in Germany for more traditional art photography. But Steinert died soon after Gursky began his studies, so Gursky transferred to the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf. There he chose to study with Bernd (1931–2007) and Hilla Becher (1934–2015), arguably the most influential photography professors of the time, but who represented an approach to photography quite different from what Steinert or Cartier-Bresson practiced. Gursky would study with the Bechers for the next six years.


The Bechers were recognized for a distinctive method of photography in which they isolated different types of industrial architecture, such as water towers or mine heads, and then photographed each structure in exactly the same, impersonal, almost taxonomic way—head-on, in black and white, against a gray sky. Their resulting images were exhibited together as grids, and as such they illustrated the variations in different types of buildings and structures. The Bechers called these aggregations “typologies,” and taken as a whole series, they functioned almost like an industrial version of August Sander’s iconic project People of the Twentieth Century (1927), an ambitious photographic archive of the German population in portraiture.


The Bechers, alongside American artists like Robert Adams, Lewis Baltz, Nicholas Nixon, Stephen Shore, and Henry Wessel Jr., were also associated with a larger trend at the time dubbed “topographic photography,” named after an important 1975 exhibition at the International Museum of Photography in Rochester, New York, entitled New Topographics: Photographs of a Man-Altered Landscape. The curator of the exhibition, William Jenkins, spoke of these photographers’ works as unique for being “stripped of any artistic frills and reduced to an essentially topographic state, conveying substantial amounts of visual information but eschewing entirely the aspects of beauty, emotion and opinion.”2


In the course of his studies with the Bechers, Gursky put down his handheld Leica—the preferred tool of Cartier-Bresson, which allowed for movement and quick street shots—and switched to a view camera to shoot more topographic works. A view camera had a larger negative than a Leica, allowing for more detail, but was unsuitable for movement, so its pictures would need to be still, and characteristically much more thought through before their execution. In this way, images taken with a view camera were much less about a decisive moment than a methodical composition that had been settled upon after deliberate contemplation.
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	Andreas Gursky
Rhine II, 1999
C-print
81 1/8 x 140 2/8 x 2 3/8 in.
(206 x 356 x 6.2 cm)
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Bernd and Hilla Becher
Cooling Towers, Steel-Corrugated Concrete:
 Cologne, Ruhr District, 1959–72
Gelatin silver prints
 60 x 40 in.
(152 x 102 cm)




Apart from the Bechers, Gursky took inspiration from other photographers during this early period. An important influence was the American William Eggleston, who had been the subject of MoMA’s first major show of color photography and was widely considered the father of color photography. There was also the Canadian Jeff Wall, a visiting professor at the Kunstakademie during Gursky’s time there. Wall created large-scale color transparencies mounted to lightboxes that looked like scenes from movies and were highly choreographed and inspired by iconic paintings.3 One of Wall’s first solo exhibitions featured The Destroyed Room (1978), a 5 x 7 foot (1.5 x 2.1 m) image of what looked like the remnants of a fight or a crime. It featured, in a small red room, objects like a mattress and a table turned on their sides, a ransacked dresser, clothes strewn all over the floor, and Sheetrock ripped off of walls. The work was inspired by Eugène Delacroix’s 1827 painting The Death of Sardanapalus. 
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Jeff Wall
The Destroyed Room, 1978
Transparency in lightbox
62 5/8 x 90 1/4 in.
(159 x 229 cm)




Gursky stopped working with the Bechers (and in their style) around 1984. A clarifying moment came when he took a photograph at Klausen Pass in the Swiss Alps. He explained at the time that he was just taking a snapshot, but when he looked at the picture after it was developed, it showed him something very different from what he had been taught by the Bechers, which was to photograph “against dull light” with no sunshine or blue skies. Yet Klausen Pass (1984) was a vibrant photograph of a mountain peak under an almost cloudless, baby-blue sky. The bottom portion of the image featured lush green grass and the top, a rocky mountain peak that ascended from left to right. The landscape was also dotted with people—an element entirely absent from the works of the Bechers. The eleven figures in the photograph walk a thin path paralleling the peak and create a sublime interplay between the monumental and the miniscule, recalling German romantic paintings that foregrounded man’s relation to the loftiness and sheer power of nature.
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Andreas Gursky
Klausen Pass, 1984
 C-print
13 3/8 x 15 5/8 x 1 1/4 in.
(34 x 40 x 3 cm)
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