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THE ENTABLATURE PRINTS

Roy Lichtenstein’s new series of relief prints based on the theme
of Entablatures — friezes of architectural ornament — represent both
his most technically complex and sophisticated graphic works to
date, as well as the culmination of a long involvement with the relation-
ship between representational and abstract art — both as an icono-
graphical theme and as a formal problem to be solved in terms of a
new definition of the very concept of style. Conceived and executed
over a two-year period of experimentation in collaboration with Ken
Tyler, the eleven Entablatures combine traditional fine art techniques
of printmaking with innovative processes borrowed from advanced
industrial technology to create a new form of collaged paper relief
that utilizes graphic means, normally associated with flat, two-dimen-
sional images, to raise and depress surfaces through embossing and
debossing. The result is that the element of literal bas-relief that
ornament itself possesses is graphically conveyed. This irony is as
typical of Lichtenstein as the play between the literal object and the
art object; it is typical of most of the important art developed in the
sixties.

Although “pop art” first looked like a homogeneous style because
all the artists associated with the movement chose subjects from the
popular culture, it soon became clear that there was a retrograde ele-
ment that tied some pop artists irrevocably to Cubist design, whereas
other artists, and most notably Lichtenstein, allied themselves with
“advanced” currents developing in so-called hard-edge painting,
minimal art, and color-field abstraction. That some of the important
art of the sixties was representational, while some was abstract, ob-
scured the connection between “pop’ artists like Lichtenstein, who
were also working in post-Cubist styles based on hard-edge single
images perceivable only as integral gestalts, and the advanced ab-
stract art of the sixties. As Leo Steinberg prophetically guessed at the
time, the issue of representation was a red herring cleverly contrived
to obscure the formal qualities of “'pop” —to keep it resistant to formal
interpretation even as it attracted literary, sociological and icono-
graphical analysis. That Lichtenstein appears thoroughly bored by
the latter seems indicated by his gradual phasing out of popular
images, which he replaced by a new category that could be equally
seen as apparent desecration of the masterpieces of modern art.
This shock absorbed, Lichtenstein turned to increasingly neutral
subjects such as landscapes and brushstrokes, and finally to intrin-
sically “‘abstract” motifs derived from pure design elements such as
architectural ornament.



Kenneth Tyler cutting film for Entablature Ili.



Although Lichtenstein’s early “pop” paintings, based on ads,
labels, and above all, cartoons, were startling, they were innocuous
enough in subject matter — a rotisserie, a golf ball, a cat, a diamond
ring, a ball of twine — they were extremely upsetting to viewers and
critics accustomed to the conventions that have governed representa-
tional art since the Renaissance. First of all, they were startling be-
cause they appeared, in some novel, mysterious and, as far as some
were concerned, unspeakably horrifying fashion to represent recog-
nizable images, while simultaneously totally flouting the conventions,
particularly those regarding the fundamental relationship between
positive figure and negative ground, on which the very concept of
representational art depended.

As a young art historian working part-time at Leo Castelli’s gallery,
| confess that | was among those horrified when lvan Karp brought the
first Lichtenstein paintings up to the gallery one day in 1961. It took
me some time to understand why these paintings were so strange,
why they seemed at the same time very much part of the history of
abstract art since Cubism, as well as a completely new and unfamiliar
form of pictorial representation, totally unexpected and virtually un-
precedented in the history of art. | did not realize immediately that
Lichtenstein’s paintings were so peculiarly powerful and unsettling
because they were not pictures of things but pictures of pictures! In
otherwords, they were representations derived explicitly from images
that had already been previously printed. When | realized this, how-
ever, | understood that Lichtenstein had arrived at radically new con-
clusions about how the concept of representation had been altered
as the result of the invention of mechanical techniques for reproduc-
ing images. This alteration, beginning with photography and ending
with the latest means of multiplying and duplicating images made
possible by an ever-expanding technology, is described by Walter
Benjamin in his germinal essay, published in 1956, “The Work of Art
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” In this visionary study,
Benjamin first wrote about the transformations in the status of the art
object as a unique work brought about by the possibility of mechan-
ical reproduction.

That the work of art is created within a context of multiple repro-
ductions available to a mass public was raised to a level of conscious
awareness only 25 years later by the generation of pop artists; none,
however, made this new insight so central to his art as Roy Lichten-
stein. Given his particular sensitivity to the fact that the unique work
of art was in danger of, as Benjamin put it, losing its “‘aura,” drowning















































