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Spotlight: Art

U
ntil the end of January, a walk
from one side of the Albright-
Knox Art Gallery’s original
building to the other will be an
exercise in opposites.
The south wing is now occu-

pied by “Topographies,” an engrossing exhibi-
tion featuring an assortment of new acquisi-
tions. From Tara Donovan’s otherworldly
2007 sculpture “Untitled (Mylar)” to a psyche-
delic 1998 floor installation by Polly Apfel-
baum, nearly all the works in the show shout
loudly about chaos and disorder. It wouldn’t
be a stretch to view them as visual mappings
not only of geography — which, in some cool
ways, they are — but of the chaotic, disorderly
and uncertain times in which we live.

But across the sculpture court, where you
can walk beneath Robert Therrien’s gigantic
folding table and chairs and steal a glimpse of
Clyfford Still’s “1957-D No. 1,” there’s some-
thing much quieter going on.

That something is a compelling exhibition
of paintings by North Tonawanda-born
painter Robert Mangold, whose widely col-
lected work has been a constant presence on
the international art scene since he left the re-
gion for New York in the 1960s.

“Robert Mangold: Beyond the Line” is
meant to celebrate the artist’s stained-glass
window commission for the U.S. courthouse
now under construction on Niagara Square. It
surveys Mangold’s work over the last eight
years, a productive but relatively brief portion
of a career that stretches back 40 years.

Mangold’s work, minimalist in nature and
always concerned with color, shape and line,
has often been described as “Zen-like.” It’s a
description that, especially when juxtaposed
with “Topographies,” seems perfectly apt. “His
paintings,” wrote curator and critic Eliza
Williams in the British magazine Art Monthly,
“continue to cut a clean swath through the
huge variety of media that jostle for position
in contemporary galleries.”

In other words, walking from one side of
the gallery to the other is sort of like changing
the channel from MTV to PBS, or putting on
Philip Glass instead of The Clash. The point is
there, but you have to slow down and concen-
trate to get at it.

An odd geometry
Being surrounded by Mangold’s oddly

shaped geometrical canvases in the north
wing’s main gallery is a bit like finding your-
self in the midst of a larger-than-life game of
Tetris on pause. The pieces, from Mangold’s
“Column Structures” series, are brightly col-
ored and divided into grids. Gracefully swoop-
ing graphite lines traverse the surface of the
paintings in little choreographed dances be-
fore falling off the edge of the canvas and con-

tinuing invisibly into space.
The standout in this group is the Albright-

Knox’s own “Column Structure IX,” a top-
heavy yellow-tinged canvas traced by three
lilting, self-possessed lines.

After contemplating the column structure
paintings for a few minutes, you get the idea
that they might all somehow fit together like
outsize puzzle pieces, their fragmented lines
eventually connecting with one another to
form an enormous painted constellation.

Their shapes, seemingly derived from mathe-
matical formulas, play on an innate human
desire to organize and arrange.

That Zen dream breaks down a little in the
adjoining rooms. One gallery houses Man-
gold’s “Curled Figure” paintings, which are
not quite as captivating because they’re self-
contained — even decorative — and seem to
cut off the imagination before it has a chance
to get going. Another gallery contains Man-
gold’s newest work, a series of circular paint-

ings that dispense with the angularity of his
previous canvases and favor an amoebic line
that still adheres to a sort of grid.

Mangold’s hand-drawn lines are the most
compelling part of his work, and they’re fun
to inspect up close. Their seemingly mathe-
matical perfection breaks down as you bring
your nose close to the canvas, which shows
erase marks, recapitulations and changes of
intuition.

“There’s a mathematical basis, but it isn’t
always symmetrical and it isn’t always pre-
cise,” said Albright-Knox Senior Curator Dou-
glas Dreishpoon. Mangold explained his ap-
proach to drawing the lines on his canvases to
Dreishpoon, who included those insights in
his catalog essay.

“You have to know ahead of time where
you’re going and how to get there,” Mangold
said. “It’s like driving a car on a road where you
feel the curve coming. You feel what the line is
going to do before you actually start doing it.”

Architectural impulses
That approach applies as well to the court-

house commission, for which Mangold
worked with fabricators in Germany to pro-
duce three windows that mirror his rectangu-
lar column paintings. A room dedicated to the
commission includes a scale model of the
completed building, Mangold’s concept
sketches and samples of the windows. It pro-
vides a fascinating glimpse into the sensitive
considerations that artists and architects pour
into even the most bureaucratic edifices.

Given their shapes, Mangold’s column paint-
ingshave longbeencalled “architectural,” so the
artist’sworkon thebuildingmakesperfect sense.

“I believe that it is the type of art that will
provide a moment of serenity to the people
entering the courthouse, particularly those
who are going through the judicial process
and are under a great deal of stress,” wrote
architect William Pedersen of the firm Kohn
Pedersen Fox, which designed the courthouse.
“Mangold’s art has a tremendous presence,
nobility and quietude. A sense of calm em-
anates from it – a calmness that is in harmony
with the function of the building.”

Of course, you need not be caught up in the
federal court system to get a clear sense of
Mangold’s elegant, unhurried and ultimately
imagination-stoking work. While the ever-ex-
panding contemporary art world churns out a
mind-boggling array of flashing, squawking
and visually messy work, Mangold continues
to deliver on the sublime and solitary promise
of minimalism.

By continuing his lifelong explorations into
the fundamental elements of canvas, color and
line, Mangold has insisted on keeping the vol-
ume turned low. His paintings whisper rather
than scream. And they’re well worth a listen.
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““RRoobbeerrtt MMaannggoolldd:: Beyond the Line” continues through Jan. 31, 2010,
and “Topographies” continues through Feb. 28, 2010, in the Albright-Knox Art Gallery (1285 Elmwood Ave.)

For more information, call 882-8700 or visit www.albrightknox.org

Mangold’s mindful minimalism

The North Tonawanda-born artist’s Zen-like focus is on display
in ‘Beyond the Line’ at the Albright-Knox and in the stained-glass windows

that will grace the new federal courthouse

Robert Mangold, above, worked with fabricators in Germany to produce stained-glass
windows for the new courthouse. (Samples of the windows are on display at the
Albright-Knox.) Architect William Pedersen called it “the type of art that will provide
a moment of serenity to the people entering the courthouse.” Lower photo shows Mangold’s
“Three Column/Figures 5,” painted in 2003.

These oddly shaped geometrical canvases on display at the Albright-Knox are from Robert Mangold’s “Column Structures” series.
Photos by Sharon Cantillon/Buffalo News


