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Gemini G.E.L., Los Angeles

In 1979, an amazing painting titled Eskimo Curlew appeared at the Portland Art Museum, in my home-

town, Portland, Oregon, where I still live. From that moment, I have never stopped being utterly taken 

with Frank Stella’s art. Later, I began to build a collection of works on paper, which today consists of some 

nine thousand prints and multiples. With this collection, my family foundation, the Jordan Schnitzer 

Family Foundation, has helped facilitate nearly one hundred exhibitions at more than seventy-five muse-

ums throughout the United States and Europe. It gives me great pleasure to share and circulate work by 

masters like Frank Stella.

This exhibition and its accompanying publication Frank Stella Prints: A Catalogue Raisonné are the prod-

uct of a collaboration with Richard H. Axsom, senior curator at the Madison Museum of Contemporary 

Art in Madison, Wisconsin. His long relationship with Stella and his encyclopedic knowledge of Stella’s 

work made him the ideal curator for the exhibition and author for the book. I am also grateful to Stephen 

Fleischman, director of the Madison Museum of Contemporary Art for his enthusiastic support.

Finally, best thanks go to Frank Stella, a brilliant artist and a gentleman with an incredible passion 

for doing what he loves. Even today, I still experience the same sense of awe I felt in 1979, swept away on 

a thought-provoking journey, always wondering, “How does he get these colors and shapes and forms to 

work in such discord and harmony at the same time?”

For me, and I hope for everyone who experiences his art, the result is to be forever changed. We all are 

inspired by the creative genius this man is and come away from his art being stimulated to become the best we 

can be, to reach inside ourselves to find our own creativity, and to see the world a little bit differently because 

of the way Frank Stella has moved us to a new reality.

Jordan D. Schnitzer
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frank stella is one of the most important living american artists. In the late 1950s, he was 

in the forefront of the new post-painterly abstraction movement that began to supplant the authority of 

abstract expressionism. Since then, over a career of nearly sixty years, Stella has created a significant body 

of art, comprised of compelling paintings, metal reliefs, sculptures, drawings, and prints. Continuously 

evolving artistically, he remains in the vanguard of abstraction, ever a force to be reckoned with.

Stella began making prints in the 1960s, during the first stages of the American Print Renaissance, 

when artists such as Jasper Johns, Ellsworth Kelly, Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Rauschenberg, and Andy 

Warhol adopted printmaking as an essential part of their work. Like theirs, Stella’s achievements are 

indispensable to the history of the modern print. Since his first editions, Stella has produced more than 

three hundred prints, constantly exploring and experimenting with imagery and materials. Frank Stella 

Prints: A Retrospective includes more than eighty prints, reflecting the full range of his career.

Although Stella produced important editions with other publishing workshops, especially Petersburg 

Press and Waddington Graphics, he collaborated primarily with the master printer Kenneth Tyler, first 

at Gemini G.E.L. in Los Angeles and then at Tyler Graphics Ltd. in New York State. Tyler was a perfect 

match for Stella’s own restless technical and stylistic imagination—creating what Robert Hughes char-

acterized in 1984 as “one of the great partnerships in modern American art.” When Tyler Graphics Ltd. 

shuttered its doors in 2001, Stella stopped making prints. 

In terms of print media, the first phase of Stella’s printmaking was distinguished by lithography; the 

second, from 1980 on, by etching and mixed-media printing on handmade papers. The majority of the 

prints are gathered in named series, sequences of works in which a pictorial theme is given variations. 

The exceptions are single prints that are indirectly related to a series or group of series or were commis-

sioned for group portfolios. 

Stella’s prints are always linked to his painting, metal-relief, or sculpture series in their imagery, 

materials, and intention. In fact, many of the print series bear the same or similar titles as the series in 

other media. However, the relationship has loosened over time, and although connections among media 

are important, the prints have always been able to hold their own as independent works of art. In the 

beginning, Stella’s paintings directly informed his printmaking in composition and seriality. Even during 

this early period, however, there were growing variations in color and surface effects, as the one-to-one 

connection between the Black Series I prints (1967) and the Black Paintings (1958–60) gave way to the 

free play of color and texture in the Eccentric Polygons prints (1974) in contrast to the Irregular Polygon 

Paintings (1965–66). In the 1980s, the prints became increasingly independent in their imagery; Illus-

trations after El Lissitsky’s Had Gadya (1984) and the Schwarze Weisheit Series (2000) even stand alone 

with no direct counterparts in other media. 

At the same time, the majority of works in Stella’s second phase of printmaking evince a distinctive 

reciprocity with the materials used in the metal-relief paintings. To form the metal components of those 

relief paintings, etched magnesium panels were laser cut. During the process, the laser beam incised the 

wood backing of the panels, leaving a tracery of grooves. Stella could employ these wood backings, as he 

did in Pergusa Three (1983), as printing blocks, inlaying them with etched metal remnants from the relief 

paintings. With these unconventional printmaking matrices, he could produce relief, intaglio, and woodcut 

passages in a single print.

A litany of other developments in the prints after 1980 includes larger scale, for example, the 7 x 5-foot 

Juam (1997) and the monumental 8 x 25-foot The Fountain (1992). Stella also incorporated hand-painting 

over printed imagery, as in the monoprints of the Near East Series (1999–2001). Collage played an increas-

ing role in such series as The Waves (1989). Paper assumed a new importance: handmade paper, often col-

or-stained, in Circuits (1982–84) and other series; irregularly shaped paper in several series including Moby 

Dick Deckle Edges (1993); and the exploration of literal relief, begun with Paper Reliefs (1975), reaching a 

zenith in the sculptural monoprints. A primary characteristic of the later prints is Stella’s unusual blend of 

intaglio, relief, lithography, and screenprinting—never undertaken for daredevil virtuosity but for meeting 

expressive needs. 

A major innovation in method was Stella’s use of working collages to produce printing elements, 

beginning with the mixed-media print The Candles (1992). Discarded color trial proofs from previous series 

and new, often computerized, images were cut up to make collages that were the basis for multiplate print-

ing elements, themselves composed of scrap metal from the relief paintings and previous print series and 

new, irregularly etched aluminum, magnesium, copper, and brass shapes. Some of these elements, which 

he called “frozen gestures”—first appearing in Imaginary Places (1994–96)— were the result of sand-cast 

molten aluminum poured by the artist himself. 

 

The protean history of Stella’s oeuvre is one of steady evolution—stylistically and technically—rather than 

the refinement of a signature style. A look back at his prints reveals this unique formal transformation—a 

sequence of elaborations following the precise configurations of the 1960s that were declared, for example, 

in Star of Persia II (1967). In retrospect, this history of shifts in his art, each proceeding organically from the 

one before, appears inevitable—a function of Stella’s deep curiosity and of the aesthetic that has animated 

his art from the very beginning. What has propelled his art forward from the early geometric classicism to 

the baroque exuberance and luminous color of the later work has been his wish to imbue abstraction with 

great visceral power.

In traditional painting, from the Renaissance to the advent of modernism in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, especially the emergence of abstraction in the early twentieth century, the viewer was 

not intended to engage with the painting as an object—in the physical identities of canvas, paint, and 

wood frame. All of a painting’s physicality was directed to telling a story or creating an illusion. In the years 

after World War II, artistic practice and formalist musings, especially as espoused by the critic Clement 

Greenberg, prescribed a “literal” identity for abstract painting and sculpture—the work of art as something 

in its own right, an independent entity without reference to anything outside itself except its materiality, 

color, and form. This species of pure abstraction was championed in Stella’s art and in his famous, oft- 

quoted statement that “what you see is what you see.” He also gave abstraction another turn by upping a 

painting’s sheer physical identity as an unframed object whose deep stretchers and vigorous planes of color 

made it an object on the wall—a real thing in real time. 

The literal nature of Stella’s paintings and later metal reliefs also applies to the prints, particularly the 

editions from the 1980s on. But, somewhat paradoxically, the prints and the relief paintings also began to 

carry illusionistic references, however veiled and ambiguous, to forms and shapes of the world and to liter-

ary content. A sense of illusionism and narrative, in retrospect, was always latent in Stella’s early geometric 

abstraction, in shapes and configurations whose titles might allude to confusing mazes, New York jazz 

joints, or defunct Colorado copper mines. The tensions between literalism and illusionism, fostered in  

the early 1980s by Stella’s attraction to the dynamic space of seventeenth-century Italian painting, became  

a dualism the artist sought to synthesize, one heightened by evocative titles. Stella’s titles can be richly 

phonetic and allusive, ranging in meaning from the historical, geographical, and political to the personal 

and literary. In references to nineteenth-century clipper ships, Civil War military battles, endangered and 

extinct birds, Formula One racetracks, Italian folktales, or Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, the titles add 

another sensuous and haunting dimension to Stella’s richly layered art. 

Frank Stella’s dedication and imagination have shaped an artistic endeavor of singular achievement and 

perpetual invention. His abstraction has ranged from precise geometry to free and ebullient gesture, from 

stark black and gray to luminous color. He has created a body of work of remarkable dimension that en-

compasses solemnity and antic humor, the elegiac and the ecstatic. Stella challenged the traditional tools and 

techniques of printmaking to advance his notions of an assertive and viewer-engaged abstraction. In doing 

so, he redefined the modern print. Weaving it all together and forming the wholeness of his art is his desire to 

create works of great immediacy, whose vibrant color, emphatic forms, and dynamic spatial qualities wrest the 

viewer’s eye and mind with their arresting beauty. 

Richard H. Axsom

Senior Curator, Madison Museum of Contemporary Art

Marriage of Reason and 
Squalor, 1967
From Black Series I
Lithograph on Barcham Green 
paper
15 x 22 in.
Gemini G.E.L., Los Angeles

Conway, 1974
From Eccentric Polygons
Lithograph and screenprint  
on Arches 300 gram paper
17 ¼ x 22 ¼ in.
Gemini G.E.L., Los Angeles

Olyka (III), 1975
From Paper Reliefs
Cotton-pulp relief, collage, 
hand-colored on white HMP 
handmade, hand-colored 
paper and colored HMP 
handmade paper
26 x 21 ½ x 1 ¾ in.
Tyler Graphics Ltd., Bedford 
Village, NY

Swan Engraving Square II, 
1982
From Swan Engravings
Etching, relief on white TGL 
handmade paper
53 ½ x 52 in.
Tyler Graphics Ltd., Bedford 
Village, NY

Pergusa Three, 1983 
From Circuits
Relief, woodcut on white TGL 
handmade, hand-colored 
paper
66 x 52 in.
Tyler Graphics Ltd., Mount 
Kisco, NY

4. Then Came a Stick and  
Beat the Dog, 1984
From Illustrations after  
El Lissitzky’s Had Gadya
Hand-coloring and collage 
with lithograph, linocut, 
silkscreen on T. H. Saunders 
paper (background) and 
shaped, hand-cut, Somerset 
paper (collage)
52 ⅞ x 52 ¾ in.
Waddington Graphics, London

Extracts, 1993
From Moby Dick Deckle Edges
Lithograph, etching, aquatint, 
relief, screenprint on white 
TGL handmade paper
34 ½ x 42 ¾ in. irregularly cut 
edges
Tyler Graphics, Ltd., Mount 
Kisco, NY 

Juam, 1997
From Imaginary Places II
Relief, etching, aquatint, 
lithograph, screenprint, 
woodcut, engraving on white 
TGL handmade, hand-colored 
paper, two sheets (irregularly 
shaped and overlapping): 
79 ½ x 61 ½ in.; top sheet:  
43 ½ x 61 in.; lower sheet:  
49 x 61 ½ in.
Tyler Graphics Ltd., Mount 
Kisco, NY

Ain Ghazal (I), 1999
From Ain Ghazal Monoprints
Monoprint, relief, etching, 
aquatint, with hand-coloring 
on white TGL handmade, 
hand-colored paper
68 ¼ x 58 ¼ in.
Tyler Graphics, Ltd., Mount 
Kisco, NY

Schwarze Weisheit #1, 2000
From Schwarze Weisheit 
Series
Aquatint, lithograph on white 
TGL handmade paper
37 ¼ x 28 in.
Tyler Graphics Ltd., Mount 
Kisco, NY


