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Gerhard Richter: text, writings, interviews and letters 1961-2007, thames&Hudson, London, 2009, p.82 17
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About Frames, 2011 Mixed Technique, 50x40x5 ,N2711yN N7 ,2011,1M11301 7Y



Untitled (Veldzquez 1), 2011, Oil on Canvas, 30x39 ,72'7v 1w ,2011, (Veldzquez 1) n1ma X777
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Untitled (Veldzquez 2), 2011, Mixed Technique, 30x39 , n21yn np10U,2011, (Veldzquez 2) namd N77



Untitled (Caravaggio 1), 2008, Oil on Canvas, 153x117 ,727V 1w ,2008,(Caravaggio 1)n1m> x77 25i24
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Analysis of Cupid (Caravaggio), 1977, Collage, Acrylic and Pencil on Paper, 70x100 ;211 7y 111av1 g*7gN ,1717,1977 1T 7¥ ninn






Untitled (Bronzino), 2011, Oil on Canvas, 100x77 ,72 7y 19w ,2011 ,(Bronzino) N1md N'77



Untitled (Caravaggio 2), 2011, Oil on Canvas, 100x77 ,72'7y ¥ ,2011,(Caravaggio 2) N3 K77 29i28



Untitled (Leonardo 1), 2011, Oil on Canvas, 70x50 ,72 7y 11w ,2011 ,(Leonardo 1) NM2 N77



Untitled (Van Dyck), 2011, Qil on Canvas, 90x60,721 7y 11w ,2011,(Van Dyck) namd N7 31:30



Untitled (Veldzquez 3), 2011, Oil on Canvas, 66x50 , 727y 1w ,2011 (Veldzquez 3) n1m3 X7






Untitled (Rembrandt) , 2009, Oil on Canvas, 150x120 ,72 7y 19w ,2009 (Rembrandt) nm> x77






Untitled (Botticelli), 2010, Oil on Canvas, 174x60 ,721'7y 11w ,2010 ,(Botticelli) n1ma x77



Untitled (Leonardo 2), 2011, Oil on Canvas, 66x50 ,72 7y 11w ,2011 ,(Leonardo 2) Nm2a N77 37136



About Frames, 2009 Mixed Technique, 130x50 ,N1Myn1 N30 ,2009 ,N11ITN 7V



Untitled (Leonardo 3), 2000, Oil on Canvas, 27x36 ,72 7y 11w ,2000 ,(Leonardo 3) NIn1d N'77 39i38



About Frames, 2009 Mixed Technique, 56x73 ,N111yN Nj7139 ,2009 ,M1I0NA TV



About Frames, 2011 Mixed Technique, 50x90 ,N11MyN1 NP0 ,2011,M120N TV

41140







About Frames, 2010 Mixed Technique, 60x77 ,nN11MyN Nj7109,2010,M1301 7Y 43142



About Frames, 2010 Mixed Technique, 60x72 ,N111yN1 NF*10U,2010,M120N TV About Frames, 2010 Mixed Technique, 60x70 ,nN111yN Nj710U,2010,M120A TV



Untitled (Bronzino 2), 1999, Oil on Canvas, 35x27 ,721'7V 11w,1999 ,(Bronzino 2) N1m2 X797 45144



Untitled (Bronzino 3), 2008, Oil on Canvas, 80x66 ,71 7V 11w ,2008 ,(Bronzino 3) N1md X797
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Color Classification, 1977, Acrylic on Canvas, 100x100 ,72 7y 7*77x,1977 ,Color Classification
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17 My Pavp7angn The conflict between Melnikov and Greece,
Color Classification, 1979, Acrylic on Canvas, 73x60 ,72 7y 7*7"7x,1979 ,Color Classification 45%60,1M1 7Y 7PN ,2005 2005, Aquarelle on paper, 45x60
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MiesNighmare, 2005, Aquarelle on paper, 70x100 ,1™1 7V 777X ,2005 MiesNighmare 53i52



Melnikov's house plan of Bacteria attacks the ,217°371 7@ n'an NI21N NN NazIN 1MUpa
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Transparent Suitcases, 1992 Duchamp, Romanesque in Europe, Readymade, 40x50 , 71 *T7,N@11"N1 701217, @0W1T,1992 , Matyy nmm
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Transparent Suitcases Duchamp, Buildings Footprints, 1992 Readymade, 50x40,7" 71,2005 ,a0W1T,Malyy mmm



Melnikov's House, 1991, Carved Wood, Lacquer and Collage, 23x35x20 27171137 ,9 7112 XV ,1991,2171171 7¥ m"an 59158



Melnikov's House, 1991, Carved Wood, Lacquer and Collage, 23x35x20 27171 12'7,771302 XY ,1991,217"171 7w Man
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Parthenon the Constriction, 1991, Wood and Lacquer, 20x30x60, ,012N1 N7 ,XY ,N27,1991,17XN1 N0 N1






Synagogue in Masada, Lacquer, Wood, Shell and Rocks, 50x45x45 ,0"12x1 N"21j7 ,XV ,n27 ,NTXN1 N0 N2



Model of Letaron 5, 2011 wood, transparent pvc, cooper, plexiglas, 160x420x220 NWINN UpavIa,Mpw 'u.m.a Xy, 2011, Lateron 57w 771 67166



Model of Letaron 5, 2011 wood, transparent pvc, cooper, plexiglas, 160x420x220 NwiN1 Uavia,Mpw 'u.m.0a XV, 2011, Lateron 5 7w 771



Model of Letaron 5, 2011 wood, transparent pvc, cooper, plexiglas, 160x420x220 NWiNN Uyavia,Mpw 'u.m.0a XV, 2011, Lateron 5 7w 771 69168
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The Constriction of the Colosseum, 2011, wood, paper and Lacquer, 20x92x60 1271 1™ ,Xy 2011,0IXTU*717N 7w N12n 75174
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Osvaldo Romberg

Osvaldo Romberg was born in Buenos Aires and lives and works in New York, Philadelphia, and Isla
Grande, Brazil and Israel. He has exhibited widely as an artist at art institutions including the Kun-
sthistoriches Museum, Vienna; Kunstmuseum, Bonn; Ludwig Museum, Cologne; Sudo Museum,
Tokyo; The Israel Museum, Jerusalem; The Jewish Museum, New York; the XLI Venice Biennial,
Israel Pavilion; the Museum of Modern Art, Buenos Aires; and the Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven,
among others. Romberg is also a Professor at the Pennsylvania Academy of fine arts and a Senior
Curator at Slought Foundation, where he has curated retrospectives on artists such as William Anas-
tasi, Herman Nitch, Dennis Oppenheim, and Gunter Brus.

Romberg is a lecturer in Ben Gurion University in Beer Sheva, and has founded a no profit art cen-
ter in collaboration with the university and Beer Shevas municipality.
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Modern art continued to offer many more methods of dealing with colour, figure, abstraction, as
well as new ways of perceiving the picture after “the death of painting”. There were also artists for
whom the very rumour about the death of painting, which had spread in parallel to and against the
background of Pop Art at its peak, generated a creative burst of painting that moved freely between
all the various styles; chief amongst those was Gerhard Richter.

“Art is the highest form of hope”,'” claimed Gerhard Richter.

Modernist or not, Romberg sounds sceptical. “I don't believe in development or progress in art. | still
think that every society tries to define the spiritual programme of its time”, he says. “My theoretical
assumption is that we have reached a point in which only a genetic change that will create a new
society will be able to create new art. New art will only be created by artists with new feelings born
as a result of genetic mutations. Unless a new familial and political-social structure is created, there
won't be anything different than what we know today".'®

Michael Heizer and James Turrell were escaping the canvas and the galleries and the museums far into the distance
of lakes, airplanes and desert and creating land art, modern art continued to offer many more methods of dealing
with colour, figure, abstraction, as well as new ways of perceiving the picture after “the death of painting”. There were
also artists for whom the very rumour about the death of painting, which had spread in parallel to and against the
background of Pop Art at its peak, generated a creative burst of painting that moved freely between all the various
styles; chief amongst those was Gerhard Richter.

17 Gerhard Richter: text, writings, interviews and letters 1961-2007, thames&Hudson, London, 2009, p.82

18 These are quotes from conversations held by the author of this essay with the artist in May-June 2011
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Analysis of Cupid (Caravaggio)
Collage, Acrylic and Pencil on Paper
70x100 cm, 1977



Installation View, ‘On Scale’ Wilhelm
Lehmbruck Museum Duisburg, Sprengel
Museum Hannover, 1991/1993
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Transparent Suitcases, 1992 Duchamp,

Romanesque in Europe, Readymade, 40x50

with your back against the wall. The background, the demands, may change, but choosing acts of
simulacra, pastiche, forgery, copying or quotation, or using the energy of the “opponent” (in this
case the history of art is accused of having already “said all there is to say” and thus having killed in
advance the modernist lust for innovation and originality) in order to turn the position of weakness
into an advantage, to turn the powers that be on themselves — is as relevant as ever.

As already mentioned, from the beginning of his artistic career he had to deal with wave after wave of
sentiments and statements about the death of art. “As of today painting is dead”, declared the French
painter Paul Delaroche around 170 years ago, or more precisely, immediately after the invention of
photography and with it the realisation that painting had finished its role as a medium designed to
represent or imitate reality. Over the years, this bombastic declaration turned into a question, and the
question was raised again throughout the twentieth century.'®

16 Thus, for example, when Kazimir Malevich, the supremacist admired by Romberg, made “White on White" (1918),
his painting questioned what else could be done with painting and how one could use it to break beyond the
physical painting. Three years later, in September 1921, five constructivist artists, also much admired by Romberg
(and the fruits of this admiration are strewn all over the body of his work), contributed five works to the first of
two exhibitions held in Moscow under the title 5x5=25. Alexander Rodchenko showed a triptych, calling the first
part “Pure Red Colour”, the second “Pure Blue Colour” and the third “Pure Yellow Colour”. Later he said that he
had reduced painting to its logical conclusions and affirmed: “It's all over. Basic colours. Every plane is a plane and
there is to be no representation. Distilling the art of painting into the primary colours from which all others can
be made realises a key imperative of modemist art: to pursue formal investigation to its logical end". In the eyes
of Rodchenko and the constructivists, this sweeping gesture had political, no less than artistic significance. The
foregoing of painting and the need to find new forms of art were dictated by social circumstances: by embodying
the death of the old forms Rodchenko started the journey in search of new forms.

About two years later it looked as though Marcel Duchamp had given up painting. It is his dadaistic objects and

his selected “readymade” items, together with his sharp intellect and his famous reservations about turning art's
"retinal pleasures” into its essence or purpose, that a few decades later made him the inspiration for conceptual
art. Before conceptualism became canonical, however, the art scholar and critic Ed Reinhardt put his conclusions
about the death of painting into practice in monochromatic and totally imageless paintings: a series of completely
black canvases that seemed to cry-ask “Where else can painting go?". In the mid-sixties, influenced by the irony

of Pop Art and by its embrace of everyday objects and commercial-advertisement means of expression, many
artists announced that they were abandoning painting, or at least the traditional modes associated with European
ideals and aesthetics. Like Reinhardt, Donald Judd, who started his career as a painter and a follower of abstract
expressionism, and who established himself as an art critic, also reached the conclusion that “painting was over”. His
words certainly encouraged a generation of post-abstract-expressionist artists such as Richard Chamberlain, Claes
Oldenburg and Frank Stella to move away from painting, which was seen as old-fashioned. In the early sixties Judd
himself started to produce industrial geometric objects and rectangular boxes painted with his favourite industrial
paint — cadmium red light. Judd's minimalist sculptures were seen by his contemporaries as radical, clear of any
expression of sentiment and totally non-personal and therefore, as representing “The Dead-End of Art".

Between Judd's minimalism and Jospeh Kosuth's conceptualism there were also Sol Lewitt's silent wall drawings,
whose intellectual charm stemmed from focusing on the structure of squares, that is, a grid, later to be defined as
“the modernist myth” (Rosalind Krauss). While Kosuth was presiding over conceptual art in articles arguing about
the end of philosophy and its beginning as art, and while artists such as Chris Burden and Vito Acconci were turning
to literal art making and an exploration of body and performance art, and while artists such as Robert Smithson,
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Naturally, Romberg sings and dances the tango, “less now but a lot in the past”. Naturally, music has
influenced and inspired him all his life. His father was a fanatic listener to classical music. When he
put on some music, he says, you weren't allowed to make a sound. He learned to listen well at an
early age, and became a fanatic himself. Nowadays, he says, when he feels a lack of inspiration, he
runs and buys a pile of CDs, sometimes twenty in one go, and returns to the studio. “This excitement
of listening to new music at the expense of your wallet... Things always flow better with music.
Ultimately, my life and my musical experiences have been woven together all along. | digested music
of all kinds, dixieland, jazz, folk, bebop, again and again classical music, contemporary music. | played
the trumpet and the guitar. Lately it's been quite hard to surprise me, maybe because of the crisis in
contemporary music. It has nowhere to go, like all the arts today”.

The affinity with music is a common thread running through all the art Romberg made in the
seventies. The rhythm, the structure, the looped repetition. In the series that offer a practical analysis
of masterpieces, around a reproduction of Rubens' “The Abduction” for instance, or under Piero
della Francesca's “Baptism”, he placed rhythmic rows of small and professional brushstrokes. Several
years later, the explanations disappeared, and the brushstrokes that offered an analysis of the palette
which makes up the painting travelled to the surface of the reproduction itself (for example to a self-
portrait by Van Gogh), as if they were a secret division of bacteria invading the traditional classical
painting in order to perform on it a kind of symbolic patricide and expose its postmodern shame.
Later works and even recent ones still feature reproductions of old masters such as Caravaggio or
Cranach, which are systematically stained with colourful forms that the artist forced on them as if to
divide and spark a dispute between them and the viewer, to hide or vandalise them. Either way, it
always refreshes the gaze and brings every masterpiece up to date. This subversive cunning — called
“a Trojan horse” by Romberg, “cannibalism” by the Brazilian postmodernism, “a minor strategy” by
Deleuze and Guattari,'® “media jujitsu” by Ella Shohat,'* “an act of betrayal” or “neo-barbarism”'> by
the present author — relies on one principle — an aesthetic of escape in moments when you stand

then called Bezalel and Oholiab and every skilful one to whom the Lord had given skill, everyone whose heart was
stirred to come to do the work” (Ibid., 36:2). The construction of the tabernacle would be done by these wise-
hearted people: “All those with skill among the workers made the tabernacle...” (Ibid., 36:8). “he has filled them
with divine spirit, with skill, intelligence, and knowledge in every kind of craft” (Ibid., 35:31). When God wants to
convey a message to humans, he is not limited to the system designated for the reception of the message. At
Mount Sinai the people saw the sounds — it was the system of sight that received the message, rather than the
system of hearing, as expected.

13 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature. Trans: Dana Folan. Univ Of Minnesota
Press; 1 edition (Oct 31 1986)

14 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, Unthinking Eurocentrism: multiculturalism and the media, New York and
London: Routledge, 1995, p.328-333

15 See the exhibition catalogue Neo-Barbarism, curators: Naomi Aviv and Noam Segal, held at an alternative space
called 12 Rothschild, 2010
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In many ways, Romberg synaesthetic’ work dissolves into your blood. You can listen to it while
viewing it. Not every plastic work has music, and not every painting has rhythm. The idea that his
works have an accompanying, parallel soundtrack started playing in mind not only because, from
early on in his career, Romberg adopted the chromatic circle of musical tones as an inspiration for
his deconstruction of masterpieces into sequences of the colour values that comprise them. Later on
too, when one interpretive layer started dissolving into and resonating in another interpretive layer.
“This mixture”, he reiterates, “is one of the only things if not the only thing that is still left for an artist
to do today".

When you go back and look at works he made in the seventies, those that were collected for a first
solo show at the Tel Aviv Museum™ (in which Maariv's then art critic, Yigal Zalmona, was christened as
a curator), it seems that the melody and rhythm crystallise into a kind of polyphonic tango played on
that square concertina, the bandonedn, in which every button press is split in two. “Por una cabeza”,
for example, meaning “On account of a head”. We see this system of tones realised and danced on
the canvas. Two voices dancing close together, joined in the chest area (the heart) and merging into
one body with two heads. A kind of postmodern hybrid, whose one head is fixated with hot romantic
determination on modern art and the classical avant-garde, while the other, no less determined,
rummages through the history of art and Western architecture. Like all of Romberg's plastic pieces.
The words of the tango “On account of a head” deal with a compulsive horse-racing gambler who
loses on the tip of a head (horse) and compares his addiction to horses with his love for women. In
both cases he loses his head in favour of his heart. The couple emerging from Romberg's piece does
not exactly adhere to the stereotype of a man and a woman, yet nonetheless it is a fairly classical
match whose connection is based on the head, the heart and the desire that unites them together,
that is: the desire to know and the wisdom of the heart'? are wonderfully orchestrated.

Erechtheion Reconstructed into the Palais,
1993 Installation View

10 Synaesthesia is a joining of the senses or a cognitive union between different senses. It is a neurological condition
in which the stimulation of one sense leads to an experience in the realm of another (for example “loud shirt’,
“bitter cold", “sweet breeze"). See also note no. 12

11 Osvaldo Romberg: Mythologies From Altamira to Manet: An Emotional Analysis of Art History. Bezalel Academy
(1981). Printed as part of an exhibition at the Tel Aviv Museum, curator: Yigal Zalmona

12 Wise-hearted — a person filled with (divine) spirit. Ostensibly the expression suggests a contradiction between the
heart and the brain, two systems that differ in role and function. For the heart is not capable of performing actions
in the realm of cognitive thinking, and everybody knows that the heart is only responsible for the regulation or
the body's blood circuit. Yet their co-dependence is the most significant and important in the human body, and
therefore God orders Moses to go out and gather wise-hearted people and assign the building of the Temple to
them alone. That is, to charge them with making a work of art, while the religious ritual must also be performed
by those who God defines as having a wise heart. And Moses gathers the people of Israel and explains to them
the Lord's intention of inspiring special wisdom, the wisdom of the heart, in those dealing with the construction
of the tabernacle, so they can fulfil the strict criteria of: “as the Lord said to Moses". “And you shall speak to all
who have ability, whom | have endowed with skill, that they make Aaron'’s vestments to consecrate him for my
priesthood” (Exodus 28:3). Moses was ordered to take all those wise at heart from among the Israelites to work at
the construction of the Temple and prepare the vestments for the priesthood. Moses followed this decree: “Moses
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to Charlie Chaplin, from Botticelli's Venus to Rembrandt's maid, who becomes his wife and also
plays the role of Bat-Sheba in his paintings, from Romeo and Juliet to Che Guevara — presented in
interaction with images from the history of sexuality, art and modernism. The soap opera Romberg
has directed features life size male, female and hermaphrodite marionettes, made of clear PVC,
all caught in a whirling motion. The variety of projected images constantly changes, and they are
screened directly onto the head, heart and sex organs of the moving mannequins. The soundtrack is
also wonderfully layered. In “Theatre of Transparency”, as through his numerous transparent objects,
Romberg wishes to criticise the universal demand for political and economic transparency, a demand
that goes against at least one principle: the absence of transparency in art. Ambiguity, enigma, riddle
and secret are so fundamental to Romberg's artistic experience, and in general, that we can say
that this is what his entire didactic project wishes to expose: as much as his works masquerade
as a concrete and clear lecture on the art of the past and the present, they radiate a challenging
smugness. The more they seem simple, clichéd and even too crude or clumsy, the more they insist
on remaining opaque.

In fact, this has been the paradoxical nature of art since the invention of the readymade by Duchamp.
The everyday objects placed in the exhibition spaces radiated the split in the conception of aesthetics
that has characterised art ever since: Duchamp's urinal as an art object represented not only aesthetic
innovation, but also the aesthetic tradition which the object wished to betray. This ambivalence, the
inability to ignore tradition and the modemist urge to innovate and be original, continue to produce a
challenging aesthetic. The problem of representation in art is solved by shifting from trying to produce
resemblance to things that are familiar from reality, to using the most familiar things to produce
estrangement, non-comprehensibility and the nagging question “What is art, actually?”, is it possible
to innovate in art, or will innovation always remain in the realm of pure aesthetics.

“You can see me first as a teacher who makes the teaching materials
seductively sensuous”

Romberg is not being modest when he tells me that it is teaching that fills him with joy and that
he is infinitely happier appearing before his student audience at the university in Philadelphia or at
the university in Beersheba than appearing before an art-world audience. “I really believe that it's
easier to acquire an understanding of the energy of the cosmos, for example, when you look at a
Jackson Pollok work, than when you listen to a scientist's lecture. Art can not only enrich meaning, it
can hypnotise and evoke the wondrous. It stores the secrets and revelations of existence, it contains
essential truths about the universe... art can suggest models for metaphysical enigmas!".

Installation View Israel Museum of Art 1991

Installation View synagogue metzada,
Tecnion 2002
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religious buildings. The plans were dislocated into the exhibition space and realised as buildings
made of bricks, books and newspapers, which spread over and even spilled out of the exhibition
space, creating a contiguity between inside and outside. His approach to architecture is based on
practices of dislocation and refraction, out of a wish to discover the meta-narrative potential of a
given architectonic construction. He relates to different architectonic plans as a starting point for
the construction of a new meaning. On the other hand, he disrupts the site-specific nature of the
original architectonic plan by realising it in a gallery environment or by connecting it to a completely
different architectonic plan. In his large-scale installations he superimposed the basic plan of a past
building, with its natural, ritual or stylistic contexts, on and through an existing structure. This method
of dislocation was aimed at raising questions about geography, memory, heritage, the echoing of the
past and its erasure. Alongside these works, there started to appear objects shaped like a transparent
suitcase, inlaid with sketches of religious structures, icons and plans of Romanesque architecture.
The idea of the suitcase as a culture kit is linked not only to Duchamp's suitcase, but also to what
Romberg calls “the end of the road crisis”. According to him, “Duchamp saw that you can only do
very small thinks. So you go back to pluralism. Anyone can do what they want, but there's a fascism
that doesn't allow any secrets. Transparency today is control".

In the middle of the 90s he started hanging designed constructions in mid-air: an invented structure,
reminiscent of an engine-less airplane, birds-planes with a wingspan, to which he gave the generic
name “LeTaRom” (an abbreviation of Leonardo, Tatlin, Romberg). The skeleton is made of wood and
the role of the feathers is played by transparencies showing images from the history of humanity,
culture and art. Botticelli, Titian, Leonardo, Rembrandt, the wedding at Cana, Caravaggio's Cupid, as
well as generic images of the Bauhaus or Pollock. These days he has finished working on a kind of
breathtaking geometric relief, a new wooden structure reconstructing the Coliseum in Rome on a
surface hanging on the wall. The Coliseum, apart from being architecturally innovative for its time
and an archaeological site, symbolises a circus of power and dictatorship and executions of Catholics.
But Romberg wishes to create here another paradox. In the structure he has created, he insisted
on representing the excavations being done on the site of the Coliseum. Inside the excavations,
however, where we would expect to find, say, Etruscan relics, we discover instead the Sistine Chapel,
the symbol of a religious superpower that eradicated the symbol of the Roman culture, which in turn
eradicated Catholicism. Chronologically — instead of exposing the past, it is the future that is being
exposed. As usual, Romberg has invented another historical game and more calendar tricks. How
Borgesian.

Work on the video trilogy “Theatre of Transparency” began in 1997. It is a performative installation
that takes place in front of the camera and against the background of images screened on the
back wall, uniting fields such as painting, opera, sculpture, texts, films, objects and digital effects.
The protagonists are historical figures, the heroes of classical painting and past actors — from Jesus
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number of tones and proportions, which took the painting up to “1024 colours” (in 1973) and “4900
colours” (in 2007)!.

Osvaldo Romberg was dealing with a selection of masterpieces that had influenced him as if they
were toy pieces from which to generate new work, with a sweeping studious-theoretical, but no
less sensuous and amusing style. The “grid” chosen by Romberg to serve as the basis for his work
preserves the formalistic principle of a kind of a table. The table consists firstly of colour strokes that
demonstrate the gradual transitions from one tone to another. Next to the matter-of-fact brushstrokes
he writes the precise name of the colour or shade. This colourful scale offered “an analysis” of the
colour's components and a demonstration of its point of saturation. Beyond that, the title alluded
to the name of the work of art which was translated by Romberg into a specific colour scale for the
present piece. Later, a simple reproduction was added to the colour scales of a specific work. When
he started personally painting the reproductions, many people noticed his excellent control of the
craft of painting. Now, alongside the reproduction and the analysis of its colour scale, Romberg's “grid”
contained an analysis of the work in its historical-mythological context, while in another column he
outlined the uniqueness of the work and its singularity. That is, in contrast to the classical minimalist
grid, in Romberg's pictorial composition you can certainly hear “birds singing’, that is, it is not a
minimalist piece, on the contrary, even, but a formalist piece that insists on “telling” the story of an
“important” painting. At least for him. Either way, Romberg stands in polar opposition to minimalism.
If minimalism wished to rid art of any complications, Romberg cannot think of art other than as a
problem.

In the beginning of the 80s, Romberg started working on a series called “Paradigm” —

paintings that formed an object for a conversation about art, in which he confronted two artistic
trends or several paradigms of Western paintings. Often he would copy onto the canvas a painting
by Rembrandt or Ingres, for example, and then overlay it with geometric colour shapes influenced by
Malevich or El Lissitzky and by Russian constructivism and the modernist abstract in general.

By the end of the 90s he had already moved to a series called “Post-Paradigm”, in whose pieces the
copying of historical works is done manually: Romberg ceremoniously paints with fresh paint while
using traditional techniques and methods, following reproductions from ordinary art books. Thus he
seemingly intensifies both his emotional involvement in the haloed painting and the problem of the
relationship between original and fake. Later he shifts the plot from focusing on the canvas and what
happens on it to focusing on the frame, which obliges him to return to the 14" and 15" centuries,
when every frame was unique and distinct, and of course tailored to each painting separately.

In 1986, in parallel with the works from the “Paradigm” series, Romberg started exploring different
series, including “On Scale”, in which he reconstructed architectonic plans for historical and

Small Story, Mix Media, Israel Museum of art
collection, 1992
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students in the curatorial studies course under his guidance. The art works in the exhibitions will be
represented by reproductions.

It seems that Romberg's Argentinian background, a background already saturated with revolutionary
excitement, played a crucial part in his integration into the Israeli art scene of the early seventies.
Argentina, then as now, has been tormented and troubled by cruel contrasts between the state’s
riches and the poverty of most of its residents, and the background of civil criticism of governmental
corruption and social injustices, a background that antedated the events of ‘68 in Paris, made him
politically aware and taught him to see the macro-political and be wary of dealing with the micro.
We can assume that the experience of crisis and revolts in the Western world and in Latin America
prepared him for the specific psycho-political crisis of ‘73 Israel. Artists such as Pinchas Cohen
Gan, Motti Mizrachi, Avital Geva, Micha Ullman and Moshe Gershuni have defied Israeli society with
symbolic acts and metaphorical actions designed to point to a list of injustices: from the borders or
the lack of clear borders of the state of Israel as a result of wars and occupations, to the disgrace
of racist discrimination and the shame of social gaps. Romberg, who at the age of ten ran with the
Israeli flag on the streets of Buenos Aires on Independence Day, and is still, | believe, an avid (and of
course critical) Zionist, found it hard to be disillusioned with the post-traumatic Israel. It seems that,
on the one hand he was already saturated with a global social critique, and on the other hand the
Zionist sentiment of Diaspora Jews, as well as perhaps his artistic taste, distanced him from specific
artistic-political acts, and he preferred to grapple with the acute crises in the arena of art. “Art for art's
sake. Life for life's sake”, was one of his famous sayings. Among like-minded artists we might list Zvi
Goldstein, Benni Efrat and Michael Gitlin.

He stuck with a purist preoccupation with the history of Western art, with the — perfectly modernist
— aim of searching for an artistic meta-language, which led him to a formalistic, didactic and emotive
practice, or in his words “an emotional analysis of the history of art”. Both analysis and emotional.
The history of art and culture as an artistic construct. As an artefact. The history of art as a sign, as a
symbol and as a metaphor for contemporary art. As far as he was concerned, in those years, if you
had to choose between two paradigmatic Germans: the activist, revolutionary, political artist Joseph
Beuys or the ironist Gerhard Richter, who defined his post-pop-art ideology as “capitalist realism” —
he clearly tended towards Richter, who, by the way, like Jospeh Albers and Romberg, also succumbed
to the charms of colour tables, and whose diagrams of colours started appearing from 1966 to this
day. What started for Richter with a table in which he classified “6 yellows” (1966), and continued
with direct copying from advertisements or paint sample-cards, that was still related to minimalism
and pop art, later developed into canvases on which he painted tables of colours chosen at random,
till the number of colours he put on one canvas reached 180 and they were mixed according to
some invented system and painted in four variations of 180 tones. Later, however, Richter decided
the number 180 was too random, so he developed a system based on a more strict and defined
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landscape, morphology and typography then became an examination of the relationship between his
own body and the painterly gesture. This included the classification of numerous painterly gestures
with brush on paper, using his different body parts: right hand, left hand, the mouth and the sex
organ. In another series of works on paper Romberg, who sought to first feel out his artistic assets and
examine what he already knew about painting, condensed everything into colour and brushstroke
and gave these colour exercises the status of artistic work. Thus he reinforced but also bankrupt the
idea that making art is no different than any procedure of prayer, in which religion is practised in order
to achieve transcendence or experience the sublime. Making art, therefore, is “first and foremost an
exercise in the sublime”, he says, aware of the pathos, proud of it. Justifiably.

In his linguistic colour exercises of the seventies, Romberg decodes and analyses the palette of
past old masters, explaining it through what has developed into a phenomenological interpretation
of colour. The practice of colour categorisations organised in grids on paper or canvas, next to the
names of the colours and handwritten explanations of the linguistic exercise, expanded into works
that offered a deconstruction of colour in pieces he had chosen from the (admittedly) historical
canon, and yet also according to what had influenced him over the years. Thus, as he says, he
initiated intimate and performative conversations with some 150 masterpieces. Later he moves
from a coded pictorial space organised in tables and categories to a series of verbal interactions
between the palette of historical old masters and the palette characterising, for example, Joseph
Albers, the Bauhaus artist and educator who worked first in Germany and then in the USA, and
influenced generations of artists concerned with the geometrical abstract or with Op Art. Albers
also theorised that colours are governed by a deceitful and uncontrollable internal logic. Romberg's
painting is pushed to its limits while the brush'’s significance is translated textually rather than visually,
linguistically rather than phenomenologically. Each colour and shade has a precise name and number
and the pictorial surface also includes a legend.

In 73 he emigrated to Israel for the second time (the first time round, in the early 1950s, he
volunteered to serve in the IDF as a combat soldier, and after two years of service returned to his
birthplace in order to gain formal education). In Israel he became a lecturer at the Bezalel Academy
and was soon chosen to head its art department, which was revolutionised under his leadership. In
'93 he started teaching at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia, also working
as chief curator of the Slought Foundation gallery. His paintings, books, installations, sculptures, films
and aquarelles have been frequently shown. This years he returned to Israel for the third or forth
or maybe fifth time, after being offered a post as a senior lecturer at Ben-Gurion University and as
the chief curator of a new gallery. Moving to Beersheba has put new wind in his sails and he feels
fortunate to be taking part in Ben-Gurion's vision and bring the gospel of cultural to the Negev. He
plans to open a new-media gallery in an archaeological site in Beersheba, where he will show works
from around the world, as well as a gallery for children whose exhibitions will be curated by the
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in specific mental high-alerts for all kinds of imminent fateful dates based on groundless systems. His
books, hanging or inlaid in transparent stone, are no different in status than the rest of the objects
and the pictures he produces. They are all designed for reading or perusal.

Romberg, a post-Duchampian artist who says that Duchamp “made the last painting, ‘The Large Glass’
is the last painting”, had the fortune of knowing Borges in his student years. The young Romberg
took part in the smoky, milk-tea drinking intellectual scenes at café el-Moderno in late-1950s and
early 1960s Buenos Aires. | believe he spoke about helping Borges to the public phone booth next
to the café which the writer, who was going blind, used to go to every day. Café el-Moderno was
frequented by the best writers, artists and musicians of Parisian orientation, who endlessly discussed
“Modern Times”, existentialism, the death of literature, the death of the author and the birth of the
reader as the new author of the read text, Foucauldian discourse, Lacanian psychoanalysis, political
revolutionism, structuralism and post-structuralism, Oulipo, the stream of consciousness, the New
Wave of cinema and the death of the tango. Astor Piazzolla also used to sometimes sit at el-Moderno.
Romberg was on friendly terms with him. “"He used to sit in front of my images and improvise music.
We once performed in a joint piece. It was in 1964. Besides, his wife, Dede, was my student in those
days”, he says in natural tones, without dwelling on the past.

“I see myself as using the sensualization of culture through its art product
in order to create more enigma about culture. In this way | create a new
narrative™’

Osvaldo Romberg is an Argentinian-Israeli artist, curator and professor who lives and works in
Philadelphia, Tel Aviv and sometimes New York, and has many solo exhibitions around the world. The
shelf containing the catalogues and books about him is quite crowded. Every summer he escapes to
the wild island Isla Grande, known scarily as “Snake Island”, in Brazil. It has no paved roads, transport
or means of communication. The Landscape is totally primordial. There, he says, he can devote time
to fishing and reading his beloved writers: Joyce, Kafka, Proust and of course Borges.

Between the years 1956-1962 he studied architecture at the University of Buenos Aires and then
taught art there, as in other universities in Argentina. The military dictatorship in poor Argentina
also affected some of his students, or simply made them disappear. He too was often harassed.
Simultaneously, between '59-'69, the (in those days) ardent modernist Romberg was determined
never to touch a canvas, the symbol of traditional art. He began his artistic career with woodcuts that
became sculptures and works in and about landscape. The conceptual-concrete preoccupation with

9 Searching for Romberg: Art and Interactivity in the work of Osvaldo Romberg, edited by Aaron Levy, Slought
Books, Philadelphia, 2001,p.135
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fictions, allegorical constructions in which one text is read though another, and strategies of research
and science simulacra. If we need to choose one element from Borges' short pieces that best
demonstrates this desire to encompass knowledge in its entirety, the natural choice is: “one of the
points in space that contains all other points”, as the annoying poet explains to the author in the
story “The Aleph”, a comedy about infinity. The diameter of that bright point, Borges tells us, is no
more than two-three centimetres, but through it he sees “all the mirrors on earth and none of them
reflected me"?

Romberg has plenty to say about transparency as a totalitarian fascistic idea, repeatedly emphasising
his subversion of it, but with regards to self-reflection in the work, to the extent that it is possible,
Romberg is one of a list of artists who have refrained from making, or didn't tend to make art in
response to an urge to express themselves. Borges is an excellent example, but Kandinsky also
stated his reservations about art that expresses the personal, and Mondrian felt the same, as well
as the French-Polish artist Roman Opalka, who died on the very day these lines were written, and
who devoted his entire emaciated work to the dry writing on a canvas of numbers from one to
infinity as simultaneous representatives of the passing of time... What is still personal in Romberg?
— the quantities, the hyper-activity, the curiosity, the grandiosity, the need to deal with “everything”
and prove that “everything touches on everything”, which is after all the meaning of culture, let
alone contemporary culture which leaves him with few other choices than to create a compound
of disciplines, trends and art languages. It was doubtless his childhood desire for encyclopaedic
knowledge that generated Romberg's recurrent preoccupation with books and texts, alongside and
as part of the artistic activity he started at the age of 6. Romberg treated many books, physically and
artistically. The treatment ranged from disrespectful vandalism to taxidermic and awed preservation.
Sometimes they are presented as an object encapsulated in transparent material as if it were a fossil
from the depth of cultural history, an echo of his desire to perpetuate knowledge, to fixate it, and
sometimes the book looks eroded, perforated, or clamped to other of its kind with a vice. A different
treatment is reserved for pages or single sheets in which he highlights selected words, creating an
independent text unlinked to the main text (reminiscent of an old palimpsest), which he casts in
clear polyester or laminates with transparency paper. In ‘96, in a special project for the end of the
millennium, “+/- 2000, Even”, which opened on the same day in 14 museums around the world
(it should be noted that his first solo show at the Tel Aviv Museum travelled to at least six museums
around Europe®), Romberg's hanging books and pages actually created 14 exhibitions for whom the
changing architectonic context designed different “plots”. All evoke the troublesome preoccupation
with the always-accidental history and the randomness of the dating method that puts human beings

7 Jorge Luis Borges, £l Aleph, 1945. Translation by Norman Thomas Di Giovanni in collaboration with the author.

8 Osvaldo Romberg: Mythologies From Altamira to Manet: An Emotional Analysis of Art History. Bezalel Academy
(1981). Printed as part of an exhibition at the Tel Aviv Museum, curator: Yigal Zalmona



categorise art. Unless the combination of conceptualism and minimal constructivism, or of formalism
and theatricality, is considered possible. The penchant for declarations stems from his laconic
integrity, and it is this that pushes him to abandon the artistic object, including the references and
at least to begin with including the interpretation, on the table, and allow the viewers to wonder
whether they are dealing with an art class given by some kind of a libidinal engineer (who, in order
to copy Rembrandt, for example, goes into a “Rembrandtian mental state”); or with a presentation
by a Peter Greenaway-type architect; or perhaps with a new and subversive independent piece that
challenges the history of culture and extracts from it what Romberg calls “the grand narrative”. In any
case, we are dealing with restless combinations of didactic practices and canonical masterpieces set
against a sense of a dead-end, or periodical and fitful proclamations about the death of painting.
Yet, who is not familiar with the mystery that emerges precisely from what insists on declaring itself
as a fact. It is enough to attempt to decipher an IKEA sheet of DIY instructions. It is enough to look
at works by Rembrandt or Velasquez, whose ever sublime mastery is a fact ascertained in real time.
Their exciting enigma stays unresolved even when they are conjured up onto Romberg's new canvas
and surrounded by historical, chromatic, iconographic information in one column, and an analysis
clarifying their singularity and uniqueness in another, and all in Romberg's handwriting. Even worse,
despite their clear and sometimes even simple methodological appearance, the meaning of his
works often remains vague or complicated. In any case he tends to include in his works a fair amount
of hidden information, which is not discernable without his generous contribution to the discourse
about them.

“You look at the work, and slowly, very slowly, you realize that there are
secrets that nobody can immediately know. And I think that this is something
that Borges taught me™*

“Someone is going to discover it in twenty years", he says for example as he reveals one of the layers
of sound in a recent operatic, or rather burlesque video piece, noting that it is a vocal performance of
a song from the Red Army Choir's repertoire, since he may have been born in Argentina (1938) but
his parents arrived there from Russia. “This is what my work is always about. You look at the work,
and slowly, very slowly, you realize that there are secrets that nobody can immediately know. And |
think that this is something that Borges, as well as James Joyce, taught me”.

Apropos obsessions for categorisation and classification imported precisely into what refuses to
be organised into categories — Jorge Luis Borges has pride of place on Romberg's list. They both
share an ambivalent attitude towards modernism and the same cosmopolitan (Argentinean?)
desire for sweeping encyclopaedic knowledge that is often mixed with enigmas and conceptual

6 Searching for Romberg: Art and Interactivity in the work of Osvaldo Romberg, edited by Aaron Levy, Slought Books,
Philadelphia, 2001, p.103
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later also Gerhard Richter, who made no distinction between the colour and the form, and whose
colour exercises appeared in geometric, mostly rectangular shapes, Romberg, | believe, is the only
one who ended the colour's dependency on the form and recognised it as a linguistic sign. For him
— the minimum one can achieve in order to establish colour as a semantic, rather than descriptive-
representational category, is through an elementary (and seemingly shapeless) brushstroke in blue,
for example, with the word Blue written next to it.

“The way | deal in my work (in contrast with other artists who use the iconography of the past)
is as a taxonomist,' trying to classify his own early dream-like obsessions about art”? testifies the
charming artist, hastening to add that he is not looking for laws and scientific methods, but is drawn
to the pleasure of art-making. Roland Barthes' “The Pleasure of the Text"> comes to mind, although
it was actually Barthes' first book, “Writing Degree Zero", which played a major role in his intellectual
development, Romberg remarks, often commenting about his more than 50 years of artistic activity
that “behind it all you will find art degree zero”, and he too, like Barthes, knows that there is something
utopian about the aspiration for the degree zero of any activity, the pre-personal-style point, before
you subject the text to literary ploys, even if you are faced with the post-existential argument that in
the degree zero of writing or creating, everything is always already included: both the political and
the autobiographical. In any case, if “style is [indeed] man himself’, as the French encyclopaedist
de Buffon argued,® one of the first things Romberg tried to get rid of is style, or a “typography” that
carries an identifiable personal stamp. His decision to avoid a signature style already expressed
his modernist and post-modernist awareness of the problem of the subject or the “author’, and
of the contradiction between the demand “to kill the author” and the need and expectation that
the modemist artist be innovative and original. And Romberg too knows that his initial choice of a
formalistic approach devoid of personal expression is utopian or unattainable. Once he organises
on the painting surface a collection of brushstrokes that wish to describe the colour scales in one
historic work or another, for instance, we can definitely detect the specific character of the Romberg
brushstroke masquerading as purely didactic.

Fortunately, the man doesn't shy away from statements, which certainly promote his difficult-to-

1 In biology — a person who deals with the classification of organisms

2 Searching for Romberg: Art and Interactivity in the work of Osvaldo Romberg, edited by Aaron Levy, Slought Books,
Philadelphia, 2001, p.134

3 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text. Trans: Richard Miller. Hill & Wang; Reissue edition (Jun 1980). Barthes,
the French culture studies scholar, 1915-1980, wrote the book in 1973 and it was first published about a decade
after his death.

4 Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero. Trans: Annette Lavers. Hill & Wang; Reissue edition (Jun 1990). The book
was written in 1953

5 ‘“Le style c'est 'homme méme", Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon (1707 —1788)
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Osvaldo Romberg’s Culture Fever

By Naomi Aviv

The question what is art is raised in each of Osvaldo Romberg's works. His appetite for the
problematisation of art equals Duchamp’s. Perhaps only a response to an existing artwork can
generate a new artwork. Most of the time he sets one aesthetic approach against another while
taunting the possible links between art and the social sciences and narrowing gaps between theories
and practices. Logical contradictions are his bread and butter. Art for him is created through the
necessary encounter of the artist (who is not necessarily an art historian) with the history of art and
with changing aesthetic trends. In his meta-artistic works Osvaldo Romberg comes across as a critical
and very creative knight fighting against the forgetfulness that covers the past like a layer of dust, and
as the saviour of mythological masterpieces that grow old unseen in museums. The history of art for
him — as for Claude Levi-Strauss and Roland Barthes - is a collection of specific founding mythologies,
equal to a Jungian archetype, which must not be assimilated into the wholesale oblivion of the
historical melting pot. They and our relationships with them must be re-experienced one by one.

Romberg is a multi-disciplinary conceptual artist, but each of the disciplines he engages in highlights
his methodological approach to painting itself. Painting reappears as a catalyst for analysis,
interpretation and faux-systematic poetics: sometimes a work generates a discussion of the old
master, the masterpiece or the artistic movement, and sometimes it generates a discussion of the
relations between space and society; sometimes he deals with the icon as an image and sometimes
as a periodic, religious or mythological symbol; sometimes he focuses on the frame and sometimes
on the narrative. We would do well to consider the role played by colour in his works. The paintings
dedicated to the examination and classification of colours according to the chromatic circle quickly
reject the schema and the numbering organising them on the canvas in favour of the effects of
the colour and the sensuous, personal and energetic character of the brushstrokes themselves.
Although the form and the colours’ order and organisation are based on values of material and
optical saturation, for instance (a scale of reds, for example, gradually becoming lighter with the
addition of white, and against it a scale of reds that gradually become darker due to the addition of
black), they turn out to be more metaphorical than scientific, as discovered by various artists who fell
for the elusive nature of colours and sought to assess the (vast) potential of playing with hues and
the relationships between them. In contrast, however, to Kandinsky, Albers or Johannes ltten, and

9392



osvaldo Romberg

June-Jjuly 2011

Thanks:

Erez Zemack, Shai Zemack,
Anat Bar Noy, Ran Levdi,
Neomi Aviv, Ruthi Sheetrit

Special thanks to Lior Yahel Ohad for
Coordination the exhibition and the catalogue

Catalogue:

Graphic Design: Zvika Roitman Design
Production and Coordination: Lior Yahel Ohad
Studio Assistance: Liliana Livneh, meir haski
English translation: Adi Puterman, Michal Sapir
Text for Catalogue: Neomi Aviv

Photographer: Dmitriy Spektor

Printed by: Eli Meir Ltd.

Plates: Shekef Or Ltd.

PR: Ruthi Sheetrit- SMG Group

All sizes are in centimeters, height x width

Zemack
Contemporary
Art

Hey B-iyar St. 68

Tel Aviv 62198 Isrcel
T +972 3 6915060

F +972 3 6914582
info@zcagallery.com
www.zcagallery.com









Osvaldo Romberg



was born in Buenos Aires and lives
and works in New York, Philadelphia, and Isla Grande,
Brazil and Israel. He has exhibited widely as an artist at art
institutions including the Kunsthistoriches Museum, Vienna;
Kunstmuseum, Bonn; Ludwig Museum, Cologne; Sudo
Museum, Tokyo; The Israel Museum, Jerusalem; The Jewish
Museum, New York; the XLI Venice Biennial, Israel Pavilion;
the Museum of Modern Art, Buenos Aires; and the Van
Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, among others. Romberg is also
a Professor at the Pennsylvania Academy of fine arts and a
Senior Curator at Slought Foundation, where he has curated
retrospectives on artists such as William Anastasi, Herman
Nitch, Dennis Oppenheim, and Gunter Brus.

Romberg is a lecturer in Ben Gurion University in Beer Sheva,
and has founded a no profit art center in collaboration with
the university and Beer Shevaxs municipality.




osvaldo romberg

NIQNCLI LICLE  BJaguod opjenso



