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PROFILE: Ken Aptekar
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Language

Ken Aptekar's paintings are instantly recognizable, even though they share strate-
gies (such as juxtaposing words and visual imagery within one artwork) utilized by
many other artists. Aptekar constructs his work in a consistent format. Typically
each oil painting starts as a single square wooden panel (thirty inches by thirty
inches, or twenty-four inches by twenty-four inches), or multiple square panels
combined (such as two thirty inches by thirty inches squares butted together to
form a sixty inches by thirty inches artwork). Aptekar paints an image on the panel
or panels and bolts a thick pane of glass approximately an inch in front of the
image. Typeset words are sandblasted onto the glass. A viewer reads the words
hovering in front of the painting and sees the words cast shadows onto the surface

-of the image.

The artist derives his imagery from other painters’ work. Not striving for an
exact copy, he translates the source image into a style of painting that combines
his own with the original artist's. Colors may change; the most common alteration
is a simplification of colors into a monochrome. Scale is manipulated for emo-
tional control. For example, by creating a close-up of a figure's face (done by en-
larging and cropping a detail from the original image), Aptekar creates (or exposes)
a feeling of intimacy that did not exist (or did not register) in viewing the earlier
painting. After creating a digital scan of the source image, Aptekar often employs
a computer software program to experiment with alternate layouts for paintings in
progress. He can experiment with various combinations of text and details. The
computer also facilitates the testing of such options as flipping the image into a
mirror reversal of its original format.

Early in his career, Aptekar appropriated details of imagery from famous
artists, such as van Gogh, Rembrandt, Watteau, and Raphael. In selecting old
master works as his starting point, Aptekar startled and delighted viewers by
demonstrating how the meanings of “masterworks” from the history of art can shift
dramatically. In Pink Frick [6-10], for instance, Aptekar appropriates a well-known
self-portrait by Rembrandt, transforming it into a reddish-tinged monochrome (sort
of an equivalent to seeing Rembrandt through rose-colored glasses!). Etched onto
the panes of glass positioned directly in front of the four-part painting are a series
of reincarnations of the words “pink frick.” Some of the spellings are nonsense syl-
lables, while others are actual words, such as “fink” and “prick.” Aptekar's word
play “invites parallel readings about Rembrandt, the current location of the por-
trait [in] the Frick Museum, and the [Frick's] philanthropic, union-busting bene-
factor and namesake.”® Aptekar's painting serves as a complex and witty critique
of power. In Aptekar’s view, even a sublime work of art (the Rembrandt) inevitably
functions within a network of powerful economic and social forces.

More recently, Aptekar has undertaken commissioned installations involving
painted details selected from artworks by lesser-known artists. Aptekar’s Dad is show-
ing me how to develop (1997) [color plate 17], for example, is based on a seascape




6-10 Ken Aptekar i Pink Frick, 1993

Oil on wood, sandblasted glass, bolts 60 x 60 inches (4 panels)
Courtesy of Bernice Sleinbaum Gallery, Miami

- by Willem Van de Velde the Younger, a little known early-eighteenth-century Dutch

artist. Aptekar's composition shows close-ups of ships in glowing red colors (the
ships are revised versions of those in Van de Velde's painting). Etched on the sheet
of glass that hovers in front of the painted imagery, Aptekar's text concerns his own
childhood. The narrative focuses on an episode when his father was teaching him
photographic darkroom procedures. Aptekar's strategy of combining an autobio-
graphic story with the reworked imagery results in the latter being seen as a pho-
tographic negative. In Aptekar's work, the word “negative” takes on a double
meaning: the storyline written on the glass pane hints ominously at the young
Aptekar's anxiety over the lack of an appropriate level of parental guidance: “Often
I am-all alone in the dark / while I'm developing.”

Dad is showing me is one of thirty artworks created for a 1997 exhibition at
the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. Aptekar based the entire series of
thirty artworks on selections from the Corcoran’s permanent collection. Each of
Aptekar's artworks incorporates details from an existing work. The texts incised
into the glass in front of the paintings are the artist's own writing; many tell stories
based on the artist's memories of childhood and adolescence (such as the true tale
of an older brother who, tragically, needed to be hospitalized for a nervous break-
down shortly after entering medical school). Other texts quote actual responses to
the original paintings that Aptekar elicited from visitors and guards at the Corcoran
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Gallery who agreed to participate in focus group discussions about what specific
artworks mean to them.

By incorporating the words of viewers into his artwork, Aptekar creates a clever
takeoff on Roland Barthes's famous pronouncement in 1967 of the “death of the
author.” An influential French poststructuralist and semiotician, Barthes theorized
that readers and viewers of texts and images necessarily create their own mean-
ings; according to Barthes, no author or artist can dictate fully how others will
decode an existing work.®” Each person unpacks his or her own baggage during the
task of constructing an interpretation. Barthes's theory also declares that the artist
has no “authentic” voice but creates his work using languages and conventions of
writing and image making that are derived from earlier usages. Part of our delight
in viewing Aptekar's art is to see how effectively he addresses both sides of a
theoretical puzzle: no artist can be totally original, and yet no interpretation can
be totally the same as any other.

A study of Aptekar's paintings in the 1990s and today shows his ongoing
interest in juxtaposing appropriated visual images with autobiographical texts. He
keeps revealing new sides to the question: How is an artwork’s meaning altered by
the process of interpretation? For an installation of his work in a 2001 exhibition,
Give and Take, at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, Aptekar hung his own
paintings alongside the source paintings. Doing so, Aptekar's “spin-off” resonates
in a seemingly endless variety of interpretations as the viewer glances back and
forth at the Aptekar and the source echoing one another. Aptekar believes, and his
art demonstrates, that interpretation is a creative process, too; each viewer com-
pletes a new work of art.

From the outset of his career, Aptekar approached other artists' art as an
opportunity to remind himself of his own life's story. The sandblasted texis at-
tached to paintings include episodes of family strife, the pressures his brother felt
growing up in a household where high achievement was expected, and his own
childhood anxieties. Aptekar’'s full range of texts also explores liminal, or border,
areas, where his own personality melds with communal identities, including his
Jewishness, his male gender, his status as an artist, and his professional career
operating within an art world heavily influenced by the politics of museums and
the power of critical theorists. Even a Rembrandt self-portrait, as Aptekar revealed
in Pink Frick, is not evaluated simply on the basis of some neutral scale of artis-
tic value but finds its place shifting within the constantly negotiated and renego-
tiated arena of art history and institutional practices.

Throughout this book, we approach art in the belief that all artworks are open
for interpretation within a context of ideas and issues. Ken Aptekar's work takes
this process a step further. Not only do his paintings gain meaning as we consider
them within a conceptual context, but the artworks themselves embody compet-
ing contexts of ideas within their own compositions. What do we mean by this? We
mean that taken alone, the visual image in the source painting may imply, to each
of us, one set of ideas, whereas Aptekar's copy inserts a different set of ideas and




issues to think about in relationship to the painting. The addition of words adds,
literally, another layer of meaning to the entire artwork. Aptekar’s paintings address
such issues as What artworks are collected by a museum? What do the people who
work in and visit a museum think the artworks mean? How are males and females
represented in artworks, both masterworks and works that are in the dustbin of art
history? How can artworks created by others in earlier times for other purposes
retrofit into new compositions that explore the artist's own life story?

The painter Ken Aptekar was born in Detroit in 1950, He received a master of
fine arts degree from Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, New York. He now divides his
time primarily between New York City and Paris, maintaining residences and stu-
dios in both locations.
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