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DIRECTOR’S FOREWORD

Best known as a sculptor, Richard Serra is also an accomplished printmaker, who 
has pushed the boundaries of  this medium. Serra’s sculptures uncannily evoke 
and define landscapes, much as they appear to assume an organic life of  their own. 
Something of  their physicality spills over into his prints, for like his sculpture, they  
explore the creative tension between two and three dimensions, and like all great art, his 
prints enlarge our horizons, making us think. Above all, the prints on view here are about 
tactility, employing black as a medium and a property. 

We are grateful to Jordan Schnitzer and his family foundation for the opportunity 
to share these works with our public. Jordan Schnitzer’s lifelong dedication to 
contemporary prints has led to an extraordinary initiative, whereby the best of  modern 
art has been shared with museums across the country. Richard Serra: Prints is our second 
partnership with the Schnitzer Family Foundation, following our popular exhibition 
of  Jasper Johns’s prints in 2014. Our special thanks are due to Lance Esplund for his 

illuminating essay, as well as to Rebecca Schoenthal, our Curator of  Exhibitions, for 
her overview of  Serra’s printmaking and for having selected and hung the prints on 
display here.

In addition, I must acknowledge The Fralin Museum of  Art Volunteer Board. Further 
support for the exhibition and related educational and outreach programs has been 
made possible by a grant from the Jordan Schnitzer Family Foundation. Additionally, we  
acknowledge WTJU 91.1 FM, and Ivy Publications LLC’s Charlottesville Welcome Book. Last-
ly, all of  The Fralin Museum of  Art’s programming is underwritten by the Joseph and 
Robert Cornell Memorial Foundation.

Bruce Boucher, Director, The Fralin Museum of  Art

(from left to right) 
Reversal I–VI
edition of 50, 2015
hand-applied Paintstik and 
silica on handmade paper
sheet: 42 x 15 in. each
Collection of Jordan D. 
Schnitzer
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York

(on the cover)
To Bobby Sands
edition 8/14, 1981
lithograph
60 x 40 in.
Collection of Jordan D. 
Schnitzer
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York
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SCULPTURAL PRESENCE IN THE PRINTS  

OF RICHARD SERRA

by lance esplund

Richard Serra carries a notebook with him wherever he goes. It’s not an unusual practice 
for a sculptor. But Serra, who has been filling these notebooks since 1967, does not use 
drawing as most sculptors do: that is as preparatory sketches, studies, and plans for 
three-dimensional works. Instead, the notebook entries, like memory, add to a creative 
resource he has referred to as “the reservoir of  my understanding.”

In his notebooks, Serra makes “notations of  what I see in everyday surroundings.” Many 
of  these impressions appear to have been swiftly stated in a few spare, expressive, and 
iconic marks, as if  Serra were interested less in registering his subjects’ visual truths than 
in those subjects’ dynamics and emotional impact.

Serra’s personal notes and drawings include his responses to his own sculptures—
sometimes riddled with arrows, seemingly indicating intuited forces, movements, and 
pressures; sometimes seen from aerial views, drawings in which Serra transforms the 
concentric spiraled walls of  his big steel sculptures into eddies, energies, molecules, and 
forms that expand like flowers and seashells.

Serra has also recorded his experiences of  the Pyramids of  Giza, in Egypt, among other 
art historical referents. He drew two crouched workmen, facing each other on a girder in 
Bilbao, Spain, who suggest symmetrically carved stone lions on a temple pediment; an 
undulant nude bather—her body, as if  made of  waves—from Cézanne’s Woman Diving 
into Water (1867–70); and the “gravity” felt at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, in 
Washington, D.C.

Traditional preliminary drawing, then, is not part of  Serra’s abstract sculptural practice; 
but neither is printmaking, which is an extension of  drawing. Serra believes that his 
abstract drawings and prints stand as bodies of  work on their own. And this exhibition’s 
substantial grouping of  nearly sixty prints, which span Serra’s wide range of  approach 
across his entire career, certainly demonstrates this conviction. But it doesn’t mean that 
Serra’s two-dimensional artworks aren’t in dialogue with those in three dimensions; 
or that Serra’s smaller drawings and prints cannot provide insight and entry into his 
architecturally scaled, many-ton Cor-Ten steel sculptures (and vice versa).

Most of  us are probably familiar with Serra’s dramatic, large-scale sculptures: the 
imposing, leaning lead and steel slabs that intimidate as they carve, shape, and delineate 
space; the long, high steel walls that ripple through the landscape like unfurled, wind-
whipped cloth; and especially the twisting, circling behemoths from the last 20 years: 
Serra’s inimitable Torqued Ellipses and Torqued Spirals.

These tall, double-walled rusted-steel sculptures—through which viewers can move—
comprise narrow, snaking passageways that summon caverns, sheer cliff  faces, and listing 
ships’ hulls; as well as (as I once heard an insightful little girl describe to her mother) 
“the digestive tract of  a big, mean beast.”

The Ellipse and Spiral’s muscular, precariously tilting, streaked-burnt-orange planes 
conjure every color of  earth and sunset. Like Möbius strips, their insides and outsides 
become interchangeably fluid. And they appear to swell, shift, and breathe, as if  reacting 
to our presence and passage. Simultaneously threatening and uterine, their dark, viselike 
channels can inspire vertigo, claustrophobia, and sea legs. Emerging at the labyrinthine 
sculptures’ centers into their spacious, well-lit open clearings can be liberating, if  not 
euphoric. The experience is primal, visceral, magically disorienting. And Serra’s prints can 
elicit responses—physical, emotional, psychological—not unlike those we experience in 
his sculptures’ rugged, blue-collar classicism.

Born in San Francisco in 1939, Richard Serra grew up in a house on the sand dunes. He 
received a B.A. in English from the University of  California, Santa Barbara. According to 
Serra, he also majored in surfing. He spent his summers working in steel mills (his father 
had been a pipe fitter in a shipyard during World War II). In 1964, Serra received an M.F.A. 
in painting from Yale University and headed for Paris, where he first looked seriously 
at sculpture: the biomorphic distillations (what Serra referred to as “the strength and 
simplicity”) of  Constantin Brancusi’s figuration. In 1965, Serra won a Fulbright to study 
Piero della Francesca in Florence. But it was after seeing the sculptures of  Donatello and, 
later, Velázquez’s Las Meninas (1656) at the Prado in Madrid that he decided to become 
a sculptor.

Serra was struck by the space of  Las Meninas: how Velázquez seemingly projects the 
painting’s illusionistic interior into the viewers’ own physical space. Serra realized that 
he himself  was the subject of  Las Meninas—that “Velázquez was looking at me.” “I 
thought there was no possibility of  me getting close to that—the viewer in relation to 
space,” Serra said. “That sort of  nailed the coffin on painting for me. When I got back 
to Florence, I took everything I had and dumped it in the Arno. I thought I’d better start 
from scratch.”
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Starting from “scratch” involved rethinking what sculpture could be. According to 
Serra, he “screwed around with sticks and stones and wire,” among other materials. 
He was interested in sculpture that had been taken off  the pedestal—in creating and 
orchestrating environments, not placing objects.

Other essential influences would follow: his experience of  Japanese gardens, through 
which you must walk in arcs and which reveal themselves through movement, space, and 
time; Borromini’s church San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane, in Rome, in which Borromini 
mirrors an oval on the floor with one on the ceiling (a “Borromini ellipse”); monumental 
ancient Egyptian art and architecture, which don’t occupy space so much as they redefine 
space—sculpting, activating, and interacting with landscape and sky.

Like the Cubist and Constructivist sculptors, Serra (who said: “I consider space to be 
a material”) would begin to transform void into volume. He would create site-specific 
sculptures, drawings, and prints that would put artwork, environment, and viewer in 
active dialogue.

In Serra’s art, he merges and distills numerous sources: prevalent are the torsion and 
sinuous muscularity of  Donatello; the physical, imminent frontal presence—and the 
fusion of  sculpture and architecture—in Egyptian art; undulating sand dunes; the 
“Borromini ellipse”; the Japanese garden unfolding through time. 

Black is the primary color of  printmaking. And Serra uses only black, in part, because 
it alludes to nature less than other colors. Serra sees black more as a “property” than 
a “color”—as a material that absorbs, rather than reflects, light, and which “manifests 
itself  as weight.” And he understands that weight is emotion.

(top)
Pasolini
edition 13/28, 1987
screenprint with Paintstik
47 ¾ x 66 in.
Collection of Jordan D. 
Schnitzer 
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York 

(bottom)
Coltrane
edition SP 5, 1999
etching
47 ¾ x 57 in.
Collection of Jordan D. 
Schnitzer
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York

(above, left)
Double Torqued 
Ellipse III, 1999
Photograph by Dirk 
Reinartz
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York

(above, right)
Torqued Spiral  
(Closed Open Closed 
Open Closed)
2003
Weathering Steel
13.1 x 43 x 46.25 ft.  
(4 x 13.1 x 14.1 meters); 
plate thickness: 2 in.  
(5 cm)
Guggenheim Museum 
Bilbao  
GBM1996–2005.
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York
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Serra’s large black forms, especially those dense textured planes with the thickened weight 
of  applied oil Paintstik, in mixed-media prints such as Muddy Waters (1987), can actually 
appear both to advance and recede; to act as dynamic frontal presence and as black hole; 
and, further, to torque the flatness of  the wall, shifting our sense of  the surrounding 
architecture. Seen in number, large black prints such as To Bobby Sands (1981), The Moral 
Majority Sucks (1981), Pasolini (1987), and Vesturey III (1991) can seem literally to suck the 
light right out of  a room.

Serra also cites the “graphicness” of  black in Gutenberg’s letterforms as another 
influence. Serra’s tactile prints can appear to have just been powerfully stamped into the 
paper, and to have kicked up residue in the process. Some of  these printed forms conjure 
stains, bruises, and disease—spreading and trailing behind them.

Prevalent also in Serra’s prints are his experiences of  his own sculptures. The series of  
etchings titled Venice Notebook 2001 (2002) were inspired by drawings Serra made in a 
cherry picker high above an installation of  his sculptures at the 2001 Venice Biennale. 
Yet the prints don’t illustrate existing conditions; rather, they state newfound principles. 
Their orbiting linear forms wobble, as if  searching for center. Playful, almost childlike, 
these forms waver among energy, volume, halo, and contour.

T.E. Double Causality and T.E. Which Way Which Way? (both 2001) were also inspired by 
Serra’s responses—visceral, not literal—to aerial views of  his own sculptures. Human 
(yet overwhelming) in scale, they exude a brute, blunt force that is felt before seen. Their 

forms feel branded, embedded; collisions that have turned paper to stone. And they’re 
in the process of  becoming—somewhere among footprint, symbol, and pictograph; 
painting, carving, and calligraphy.

The artist Chuck Close said that Serra has “distinguished himself  by his intensity.” And 
many of  Serra’s works have proved confrontational—sometimes even dangerous. In the 
remarkable lithograph Penn. Ship (1987)—in which white violent fissure presses forward, 
reestablishing white ground as figure; and black figure as ground—Serra nearly buckles 
as he pries open the plane. Yet Serra also has a neoclassical side, as seen in The Line of the 
Curve (2004), in which forms evolve, as if  flitting between line and plane; and his Reversal 
series (2015), in which a black rectangle seemingly develops in sequence, space, and time. 

As viewers, we often come to a sculptor’s graphic art seeking keys to our experiences in 
the round. And it’s no different with Serra. What we glean from Serra’s prints, however, 
are not blueprints for his sculptures but, rather, an expansive understanding of  his artistic 
vision. Through Serra’s prints, as with his sculptures, we delve deeper into the artist’s 
creative “reservoir.”

Lance Esplund is a regular contributor to the Wall Street Journal.

(from left to right)
Venice Notebook 2001, 
#1, #9, #10, #15
edition AP 7/10, 2002
1 color etching
16 x 18 in. each
Collection of the 
Jordan Schnitzer Family 
Foundation
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York
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PHYSICS & OPTICS: UNDERSTANDING SERRA IN  

TWO DIMENSIONS

by rebecca schoenthal

Balance. Mass. Weight. Placement. Context

For Richard Serra, these are the loci of  content in his work; yet he insists that we not 
understand these as metaphorical terms applicable to his larger oeuvre.1 Are we thus 
expected to take the terms literally? And, if  so, how might we then reconcile these 
ultimately spatial concepts with the two-dimensionality of  his work in print? These 
questions offer viewers a way to engage with work that seems obstinate in its self-
insistence; the stark, unmodulated black surfaces and plain white grounds of  Serra’s 
prints refuse easy interpretation.

Serra’s early forays into printmaking, like Balance (1972), seem, relatively speaking, 
traditional. Soft, painterly edges, more gray scale than black, suggest the possibility 
of  a shape, or perhaps just stand alone as linear play. One can read a planarity there, 
evoking panels of  glass or the printing plates themselves.2  This comparatively “straight” 
approach to lithography reappears throughout Serra’s printmaking career, but over the 
years and via experimental and innovative techniques and practices, the prints come into 
their own. They do so with a force that approaches that of  his sculptural works, and 
seems to refer directly back to those spatial principles: “All illusionistic strategies must 
be avoided. The black shapes, in functioning as weights … create spaces and places …”3

The prints in this exhibition fall into two distinct, but eminently related categories: 
“Sketches,” inspired by and usually drawn after specific sculptures, and works like the 
“Rounds” that are less a record than an event unto themselves, literally and metaphorically. 
The “Sketches” translate and/or reconcile the physical experience we normally  
associate with a Serra sculpture into a visual one. Resolving the multiplicity of  viewpoints 
that we experience walking in/around/through a Serra sculpture is impossible; the 
typically massive scale of  Serra’s works thwarts our attempts to find a satisfying, singular 
viewpoint. We are unlikely to be able to grasp the sculpture in its entirety unless, like 
Serra, we rent a crane to achieve (gain?) significant aerial distance from the work. The 
Venice Notebook 2001 series (2002) highlights Serra’s aerial recordings of  two sculptures 
exhibited in Venice at the Biennale in 2001—enormous weatherproof  steel spirals that 
offer an almost maze-like intensity. The sketches are often seen as preparatory work for 

the Venice installation, but they were made after the installation, as part of  Serra’s attempt 
to reconcile vision with experience. The tops and bottoms of  the torqued elliptical 
sculptures angle dramatically in different directions, creating passageways of  varying 
widths. Hovering over the work allowed Serra to see the pieces from different vantage 
points—literally—so that he could understand the visual, not just physical, possibilities 
of  the piece. The sketches, made from a bird’s-eye view, elucidate and recognize the gap 
between the optic and the spatial elements in his artwork. As he later noted, “They are 
the result of  trying to assess and define what surprises me in a sculpture, what I could 
not understand before a work was built. They enable me to understand different aspects 
of  perception … they are distillations of  the experience of  a sculptural structure.”4

Much of this tension between the visual and the physical has to do with Serra’s “coming 
of  age” as an artist at a time when art criticism was engaged with Greenbergian opticality 
and the hangover of  abstract expressionism. But Serra’s work was also shaped by ideas in 
play long before Greenberg. During the nineteenth century, debates regarding opticality, 
or visuality, and its relationship with its perceived opposite—tactility—grew loud, 
particularly in Alois Riegl’s theories regarding haptic versus optic space. Riegl’s attempt 
to validate representation through the association of  objective reality with palpability—
by co-opting the verificatory properties of  the tactile sense for artistic representation—
also helps us understand Serra’s prints. The stark, simple shapes in Serra’s prints already  
appear isolated, as required by Riegl, and the added materiality that Serra supplies via the 
use of  Paintstik5 and other methods, doubles and also confounds this relationship between 
the visual and the tactile. We know not whether to stand back and look, or to move forward 
and touch. “Serra’s art induces one physicality to acknowledge another, subject and object, 
each more of  a presence than a referential sign,” claims art historian Richard Shiff, “If  
only because Paintstik is such a dense vehicle for pigment, it links vision to the sense of  
touch.”6 Evocative of  sculpted forms, Paintstik prints are a physical entity, often worked 
up to—and indeed slightly beyond—the edge of  the support. Serra often melted the 
black pigment and mixed it with Silica, a derivative of  quartz. He then either dragged the  
medium across the surface of  the print, or stepped on it to force it through a screen, at times 
leaving literal footprints in the final image. Ultimately, these works read like a textile, often 
worked so thoroughly and so densely that the paper support all but disappears into the 
waxy, oily material. They have the appearance and texture of  asphalt, or more appropriately, 
the polyurethane surface of  an athletic track, offering both a sense of  elasticity and stasis. 
Aside from these juxtaposing qualities, these prints offer no content: no separation of  
figure/ground, no narrative, no “image” of  which to speak. 

All of  this leads, in one manner or another, to a calculated tension within the picture 
plane—between figure and ground, between edge and center, between plane and line—
that is reenacted outside of  the print by the viewer. Looking at a print like Pasolini 
(1987), we feel the tension between the physical and the optical, and between the 
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immediacy and the distance of  the work. These seemingly contradictory impulses, taken 
with Riegl’s theories in mind, become complements in Serra’s art: the isolation of  the 
shapes or “figures” effectively perform in the service of  the haptic (which inclination 
is compounded by the actual physical surface tactility) in that the viewer—through his 
or her desire to touch—actually engages emotionally, visually, and physically, with the 
seemingly obstinate image.

Among Serra’s most recent prints are the series Reversal (2015), which are not dissimilar to 
the Weight and Measure prints of  the 1990s. Both series experiment with the sense of  mass, 
and by implication, weight, as captured in a two-dimensional work. Here we see Serra 
using the physicality of  the print surface, combined with placement and orientation, to 
produce effects on the architecture. As he describes:

The weight of  a drawing derives not only from the number of  layers 
of  Paintstik but mainly from the particular shape of  the drawing. It is 
obvious—from Mantegna’s Christ to Cezanne’s apples—that shapes 
can imply weight, mass and volume. A square carries more weight—
gravitationally—than a rectangle: a trapezoid, more than a diamond…
The only way to hold a weight within the confines of  a given space 
is by defining the shape of  the drawing in direct relation to the floor, 
wall, corner or ceiling of  the space. In so doing, a space or place can be 
located within the architectural container that differs in character from 
the architectural intention. 

To give an example: Two black shapes installed on opposite walls fore-
shorten the width of  the room. The enclosure becomes narrower; the 
compression of  the space is haptically registered. Very specific decisions 
have to be made to determine size and directionality, horizontality or 
verticality of  a drawing in a given space. How much surface is actually 
needed in order to hold the shapes as weights in relation to the size of  
a given space?7

Reproducing this passage in its entirety reveals the complex negotiations in Serra’s own 
mind regarding the relationship of  two-dimensional work to three-dimensional space, 
and the experience of  the viewer when faced with that situation. Ultimately, the prints, 
like Serra’s drawings, constitute an independent oeuvre, one that yet reflects the same 
concerns expressed in his celebrated sculptural work. 

Balance. Mass. Weight. Placement. Context.

Rebecca Schoenthal is Curator of Exhibitions at The Fralin Museum of Art at the University of Virginia.

Balance
edition AP VII, 1972
lithograph
35 ½ x 45 in.
Collection of Jordan D. 
Schnitzer
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York 

Balanced
1970,
Hot-rolled steel,
97 x 62 x 1 in.
246.4 x 157.5 x 2.5 cm
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York 
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notes

1 Interview with David Seidner.
2 In point of  fact, the graphic Balance alludes to an earlier “prop piece” of  Serra’s from 1970 called 

Balanced, consisting of  a rectangular steel plate wedged between walls and floor—much like the 
forms in the print appear to be pushing against the edges of  the paper.

3 Richard Serra, “Notes on Drawing” in Richard Serra (New York: Rizzoli International Publications, 
1987), 66.

4 Ibid., p. 68.
5 A waxy, oil-based pigment, manufactured as a solid (“Drawing Thick: Serra’s Black,” in Richard Serra 

Drawing: A Retrospective [New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011]).
6 Ibid., p. 33.
7 Ibid., p. 66.

Path and Edges #2, 
edition 39/60, 2007
etching
25 ¾ x 39 ½ in.
Collection of Jordan D. 
Schnitzer
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York 

The Moral Majority 
Sucks
edition AP 2/5, 1981
lithograph
52 ¼ x 61 in.
Collection of Jordan D. 
Schnitzer
© 2015 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York 

COLLECTOR’S STATEMENT  

jordan d. schnitzer

I bought my first painting when I was fourteen years old, and since then, while I appreciate all visual and 
performing arts, my principal passion has been for contemporary prints. That initial acquisition was the 
start of  a lifelong pursuit, because I wanted not only to be surrounded by art, but also to build a collection 
that could be shared with the public. After several museums borrowed works for exhibitions, I realized that 
if  I were able to acquire a significant number of  prints and multiples, I could build a program to facilitate 
sharing these with broader audiences. During the last twenty-five years, I have organized more than eighty 
exhibitions from my collections, which are loaned without fees. I also help fund education programs 
tailored to individual community needs.

Following a wonderful collaboration with The Fralin Museum of  Art Director Bruce Boucher and former 
curator Jennifer Farrell on an exhibition of  early Jasper Johns prints, Jennifer suggested that a survey of  
Richard Serra’s prints might make a compelling second exhibition from my collections. We then worked 
with Jennifer’s successor, Curator of  Exhibitions Rebecca Schoenthal, who selected an amazing group of  
work that speaks to Serra’s visual process. From the first time I saw Richard Serra’s sculptures and works 
on paper, I was taken to another state of  mind. How could he make Cor-Ten steel become fluid and lyrical? 
How could he transform paper with this thick black ink into another time and space? What a genius! Each 
new work he creates continues to take me to another aesthetic high!   

As a collector I know how art can inform, confound, elicit joy, and ultimately enrich our understanding of  
the world around us. Since, for me, waking up each day without art would be like waking up without the 
sun, I hope this exhibition inspires everyone to look deeply at Richard Serra’s art and let it speak to you!



Vesturey III, edition 10/35, 1991, one color intaglio construction
71 ¼ x 35 ¼ in., Collection of Jordan D. Schnitzer
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