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Paintings “R” Us

Mieke Bal

What's a painting called a “Rembrandt” doing in a Chelsea gallery?
Showing its hand, that's what. Forced by contemporary artist Ken Aptekar
into a collaborative project, our Old Master had no choice but to throw
his glove into the ring, hand and all; yield his authority to the relentless
pressure of change, leave his sheltered place in museums and art histori-
cal expertise, and go out into the world as it is today. He stands to gain
some and lose some in the process. Aptekar’s new attack on everything
we cherish in the humanistic values that hold the reigns of Culture, has
dragged that Dutch icon of eternal beauty into the embattled intersection
between high art and real culture — that of everyone, everyday. There,
the Master’s hand recedes before the constant production of the tenuous
subjectivity of ordinary men and women, with the humble help of images
and words shown and addressing whomever happens to be there to see
and hear, believe or doubt.

The polemic is as penetrating and comprehensive as it is gentle
and humorous. The show is a duel, a meeting of two men and two
moments. On one wall, the old masterpiece: Man with a sword from
1644-46. Opposite this dark, brooding face of a man is its merciless

- decomposition. The enigmatic face of
the man whose identity we will never
know, receding more and more into
the dark background as time goes on,
is rejuvenated by the many strategies
deployed by the contemporary artist
in his response to the riddle posed
by the art from the past. Man holding
a sword is that kind of old master
painting we love all the more for its
resistance to project onto it concerns
that are not “proper” to it. Yet we constantly overrule those concerns by
considerations of value alien to its historical being. The multiple ways the
old painting is worked over in this show are profoundly worrying, and
exhilaratingly funny. They liberate looking at art from the stronghold of an
institutional power that we don’t even question because it is so pervasive
we can only take it for granted.

There is a lot of fussing — anxiety, interests — about the hand who
painted this Rembrandt and other works like it. Aptekar, like his opponent
in this confrontation, has his own signature mode of working, although it is
not an individualized “hand.” On the contrary. By repainting Old Masters,






