“Everything starts with drawing”

ROBERT LONGO in conversation with J. CABELLE AHN

Since the 1970s, the multi-hyphenate American
artist Robert Longo (b. 1953) has been using char-
coal drawings (e.g., Fig. 1)' to examine the channels
of image transmission and consumption. Longo is
one of the leading voices of the Pictures Genera-
tion, a label given to the group of artists featured in
Douglas Crimp’s landmark 1977 exhibition (sim-
ply titled Pictures), which argued that postmodern
art is characteristically visual—a rebuke of the crit-
ic Leo Steinberg’s inherently textual interpretation
of the movement.” In addition to unearthing the
prejudices of visual media through sculpture, film,
and performing arts, in 1974 Longo co-founded
Hallwalls, a seminal artist-run exhibition space that
would come to define the avant-garde art scene in
Buffalo, NY.” In the decades since, he has tirelessly
pushed the technical limitations of charcoal as a
medium while drawing upon histories of art to
dissect the contemporary moment.

Last year Longo was the subject of four simul-
taneous solo exhibitions. Two were retrospectives:
Robert Longo at the Albertina inVienna (4 Septem-
ber 2024-26 January 2025), and Robert Longo: The
Acceleration of History at the Milwaukee Art Mu-
seum (25 October 2024—23 February 2025). The
others were joint presentations of new works at
major commercial galleries in London: Pace Gal-
lery (9 October—9 November 2024) and Thad-
daeus Ropac (9 October—20 November 2024).The
latter pair of shows marked Longo’s return to what
he calls “combines” (e.g., Fig. 2),* a body of work
he had not revisited since the 1980s. Although he
borrowed the term from Robert Rauschenberg’s

hybridizations of painting and sculpture, Longo’s
“combines” operate more as montages, but always
include drawings among the mixed media.

At this juncture between gazing back and gaz-
ing ahead, Longo spoke to Master Drawings about
his relationship to drawing as an art form, his tech-

nical processes and use of charcoal, and his “ways of

Figure 1
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (Eric);
from the Men in
the Cities series,
1979-83

Milan, Fondazione
Prada (© Robert
Longo)
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Figure 2
ROBERT LONGO
Pressure, 1982—88

New York, Museum
of Modern Art
(© Robert Longo)
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Figure 3

View of Robert
Longo’s Studio
(with Untitled
[Dirty Boy| in
progress), 2021

looking.” The following interview was conducted
over Zoom on 7 November 2024 and has been
edited and condensed for clarity.

J. Cabelle Ahn (JCA): Your exhibition cata-
logues often—if not always—include images of
your studio (Figs. 3—4):> empty, studies flanking
large-scale works, and the studio walls filled with
different types of mark making. Given the history
of charcoal, it almost feels like an intentional refer-
ence to prehistoric cave drawings and to the long
history of artists (such as Bernini or Michelangelo)
who were driven by inspiration to start drawing
on the walls.® How does this continued inclusion
of images of the studio reflect how you wish to
position your practice?

Robert Longo (RL): I've never liked pictures of
artists working. I always thought that was a very
intimate thing. The studio is always very loud, mu-
sic is always blasting and it’s quite intense. So, I like
the quietness of these pictures...it looks a bit like
an operating room. I always think it’s important
to have them in the book, because they provide a
sense of scale of the work.” In the studio, the works
always seems kind of small to me. When they get

out in the world, they seem much bigger.




Figure 4

View of Robert
Longo’s Studio
(with Untitled [Riot
Cops] in progress),
2016

JCA: Speaking of scale, the sizes of your draw-
ings are as important as your technique and subject
matter. In the Gang of Cosmos (2013—14; see Figs.
6—7 below) and the New Beyond (2021-22) series,
the drawings can be larger than the paintings they
reference.® At the same time, you've also produced
a series of works—I believe grouped as the Heri-
tage series (2006—present)—that are smaller graph-
ite studies of Old Masters that inspire you, from
Bosch (Fig. 5)’ to Caravaggio."” How do you see
small scale operating in your work?

RL: You know, I'm interested in the emotional
flow of work. With the Gang of Cosmos, sometimes
the works were smaller, sometimes they’re bigger
(Figs. 6=7)." You have to realize that I have these
limitations in my medium. I'm limited by the size
of the paper and the size of the plexiglass. What's
happened is that I've taken that size relationship
and tried to work with it. I also think that the scale
of the work has a lot to do with the commitment
to making a work: that if I make my work as big
as I make it, 'm committing a chunk of my life to
making that work. I joke about the fact that I'm
American and in America, if it’s big, it’s good.
Anyways, the small ones always reminded me
of making these intimate little notes. I went to
school briefly for art history in Europe, and I al-

Figure 5 (below)
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (After
Bosch, Outer
Wings from
Triptych of Garden
of Earthly Delights,
¢. 1500), 2008

Collection of the
Artist (© Robert
Longo)
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Figure 6

Installation view,
Gang of Cosmos,

at Metro Pictures
Gallery, New York,
2014

Figure 7
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (After
Krasner, Birth,
1956), 2014

Private Collection
(© Robert Longo)
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ways remember watching all these young students

in museums painting, making copies of Rem-
brandts.” The irony in America is, our classical art
is Abstract Expressionism, you don’t see that many
young art students in museums making copies of
paintings. So, the little drawings were kind of like
meditations. Seeing great masters, you try to dis-
sect them almost on a forensic level to try to un-
derstand how they did what they did. What I like
so much about art is this democracy of art: you can
look at it however way you want to look at it, you
can read it however way you want to.

JCA: Part of how I got into art history was that
I was living in Paris during my gap year, and [
would go to the Louvre in the evening and start
sketching after these sculptures and masterpieces.

You don’t really see that as often here, especially
in New York.

RL: I think the technique of drawing is so critical
to be an artist. Drawing, it’s fundamentally about
looking. You can’t draw something completely

out of your head unless you have a photographic
memory. You have to look. When you want to draw
a flower (Fig. 8),"” you have to look at every leaf
on the flower. There aren’t any shortcuts...I think
drawing is about learning to see, for sure.

When I describe my work as charcoal draw-
ings, I think it’s such a ridiculous term. I mean, my
things are basically big paintings made with char-
coal. When I tell people I make charcoal drawings,
they think I’'m making these tiny little things.

I think the other thing is...what I think I draw
is atmosphere (Fig. 9)." Think about photorealism,
for instance. Photorealist painters kind of paint by
sections, and then they merge it together. I draw
the whole picture almost as an atmosphere. That’s
what charcoal allows me to do because I use a lot

of powder. So, I mean, my drawings are pictures of

atmosphere.




Figure 8
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (Ophelia
21),2012

Private Collection (©
Robert Longo)

Figure 9 (below)
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled
(Hercynian), 2011

Bad Homburg vor
der Hihe, Altana
Kulturstiftung.

(© Robert Longo)
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JCA: You cited John Berger throughout this in-
terview cycle, and he notably said that “drawings
reveal the process of their own making, their own
looking.”* There appears to be something about
drawing that has a unique relationship with the
gaze.

RL: One of the reasons why I ended up using
drawing was that it was like this bastard medium
that was relegated to the basements of museums. |
wanted to elevate drawing to a place next to paint-
ing and sculpture. In that sense, I think I was always
highly influenced by the scale of Abstract Expres-
sionism. The other thing is, when I was a younger
artist, I didn’t have the money to use video equip-
ment or photographs, but I had paper, so there was
also an economic reason for sure.

JCA: Going back to early in your career, I noticed
that one of the first exhibitions you curated along-
side Charles Clough at Hallwalls was Working on
Paper (1975)."° What made you focus on graphic
arts for this early programming?

RL: Well, it was really cheap to hang. We had no
money in the beginning, so this was the easiest
way of getting a lot of work that didn’t require
insurance. [ronically, it was a way of getting some-
thing that was very intimate on one level—and

Figure 10
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (Gabriel’s
Wing), 2015

Private Collection
(© Robert Longo)

getting a lot of it—and not putting pressure on
anybody. It was like, “you got anything you want
to hang on the wall as a drawing? Great.” It was a
very funky situation.

JCA: We were talking about charcoal and its lim-
itations earlier, and I would love to continue to
discuss your process. I've always been struck by the
wide range of historical tools that are used to apply
and erase charcoal: from a hare’s foot to a mush-
room pit."” What tools do you use to apply and
erase charcoal?

RL: Its interesting. I've never had any instructions
as to how to use charcoal. I went to a very medio-
cre art school so there were never any instructions
about what to do with charcoal other than sketch
with it on newspaper pads. Remember that crappy
paper? I always had charcoal laying around, but I
hated it. It was messy and imprecise. But the way I
ended up using it is—during Christmas vacation—
the graphite that I always used wasn't in the studio
and I wanted to work, so I decided to use charcoal.'®

What’s happened with charcoal is, in the studio
we’ve developed our own ways of working with it
over the last twenty years. Now we have so many
different colors of charcoal: black black, medium
black, warm black, gray black, cool black, blue
black, neutral black.



A lot of times we grind up the charcoal to
make it into powder. We put it on with different
kinds of brushes. There are different techniques of
doing this. We use projections to project the imag-
es roughly. Once we project the image, the back-
ground may need to get toned. What we do is,
we use brushes that have been chopped off to be
very stubby and we kind of rub the underdrawing
in with charcoal. My process of working is very
much the opposite of traditional painting. In tradi-
tional painting, you work from dark to light. The
whites in all my drawings are the whites of the pa-
per (Fig. 10),"” so I'm working from white to dark.

Usually, the last thing that I do are these
crunchy “black black” moments (Fig. 11; see also
Fig. 26 below) with just the stick, where the stick
just literally floats on the surface of the paper. So it
goes through the projection, the blocking, the fin-
ishing, and the atmosphere. Then there’s the carv-
ing part: once all the charcoal has been applied, the
erasing starts. Once the erasing is done, the “black
black” happens. There are these stages and we have
so many different sized brushes and pounce bags,
which are quite amazing. They look like your sock
filled with erasers. I've been using the same paper
for the last forty years...its a paper that has just
enough texture to evoke almost a photograph. It’s
not like Seurat’s paper (Fig. 12).”

JCA: Michallet paper.

RL: My paper has just enough tooth that it evokes
almost a photographic grain. It’s also a very tough
paper. It can handle erasing pretty well. Over time
you realize that it also has a place where if it gets
overworked, it kind of short circuits and becomes
gray. It doesn’t go one way or the other and its a
disaster.

The other thing is, we make a lot of studies
for all these works because the paper is mount-
ed onto honeycomb aluminum. A six-by-ten foot
panel costs over $3,000, so we try not to make too
many mistakes. But we have, and then you have
to take the paper off. This wonderful conservator
explained how to do it: when you mount paper,
you mount paper to paper and then paper to the

substrate. That way, if a conservator ever needs to

save it, they take paper from paper, which is much
better than paper from some other surface.

I mean, spraying the works has always been
a pain in the ass. Until recently, we would wear
hazmat suits and masks and we laid the drawings
down so the fixative falls onto the drawing. Be-

Figure 11 (above)
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (X-Ray
of A Bar at the
Folies-Bergére, 1882,
After Manet), 2017
(detail of Fig. 26)

Collection of the
Artist (© Robert
Longo)

Figure 12 (left)

GEORGES
SEURAT

Nurse with a
Child’s Carriage,
1882-84

New York, Morgan
Library & Museum
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Figure 13

AUGUSTE
ALLONGE

Pond in the Forest
of Fontainebleau,
187098

New York,
Metropolitan
Museum of Art

Figure 14
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled
(Russian Bomb /
Semipalatinsk),
2003

New York, Museum
of Modern Art
(© Robert Longo)
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cause charcoal is—if you look at it microscopical-
ly—a lot of peaks and valleys. If you put on too
much fixative, it starts to fill in the valleys...it gets
kind of murky. Spraying is quite complicated and
it’s also toxic. So now we literally send the drawings
out to get sprayed to a place that looks like it’s out
of some science fiction movie. It’s all silver and the

1-' —

guy wears this oxygen tank, and it’s much better
that way. But then the problem is that the work has
to get framed and it ends up weighing five hundred

pounds, which is ridiculous.

JCA: Going back to what you were just saying
about fixatives, I've always been interested in how
a lot of these nineteenth-century French fusainistes
(e.g., Fig. 13)* would take advantage of how the
fixatives would turn the color of their paper brown
as an aesthetic bonus.” Have you thought about
experimenting with fixatives, or is it for you just a
final finishing tool?

RL: I hate the word conservative, especially these
days, but I am somewhat conservative about the
way I deal with this stuff. To me, there seems to be a
path that I follow. The fixative I use has stuff called
B-72 in it, which is the best. I haven’t seen any of
my drawings get discolored, unless some idiot puts
it in the sunlight. I haven’t seen anything really ter-
ribly damaged.

I follow this straight rule about how I want to
do it. For instance, the drawings are quite beautiful
without the glass on them. Sometimes we’ve cre-
ated these frames where I can show the drawings
without the glass.”* If and when they’re sold, the
plexiglass goes back on them, and it’s the collector
that can make the decision. I mean, I advise them
not to, but at the same time, the fragility of the
work is a problem.

You know, I make these highly aggressive im-
ages with dust (e.g., Fig. 14),” and they’re incred-
ibly fragile. I always think, well, maybe I should
stop halfway through, it looks kind of cool, but
it looks so fucking arty. It’s like I'm on a mission
with these images and they need to be complet-
ed. I don’t want to interject so much subjectivity.
The subjectivity that’s involved in the execution
of these drawings is...it’s almost like I want them
to be behind the scenes. I want them to be buried
inside the drawing, not visible.

JCA: Speaking of collections, some of your col-
lectors have expressed preference for your studies
because it’s seen as more intimate and more au-



tographic.” Do you see your studies as operating
in a different plane than your, let’s say, “finished”

drawings?

RL: Theyre a lot fucking smaller. Theyre a lot
smaller. Actually, all the studies are on vellum.”
Occasionally I make small drawings because some-
times an image requires an enormous amount of
detail; for instance, an image of the crowd in Mec-
ca (Fig. 15)* or refugees on a boat.”

We do kind of a full scale, like maybe a forty by

sixty-inch section of that drawing to see if we can
actually do it. The process is either [ want to find an

image, or if there’s an image that I see that I want to

make. I have this wonderful archivist named Q and
he helps me compose the picture with contrast. So,
the original source of these works is highly altered,
and I try to make the most perfect version of this
picture. Then, the execution of the work happens.
The study part is critical because the study takes
the photographic source image and turns it into
my vision, my way of seeing (Fig. 16).%
Sometimes I think what I'm trying to do is
reclaim vision back from photography, because I
think this is the way that we see. The process is

pretty elaborate to finally get to working at the big

Figure 15
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (Mecca),
2010

Private Collection
(© Robert Longo)



Figure 16
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (Interior
Front Door with
Bars, 1938), 2000

Vienna, Albertina
(© Robert Longo)

Figure 17
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (California
Wildfire), 2019

Private Collection
(© Robert Longo)
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scale—it has to survive a lot of critical criteria and
technical aspects. Does it work pictorially? Can we
do it technically? We’ve gotten so good at what
we do, but still, there are sometimes things that I
don’t know if we can do. I'm still a bit suspicious of
when we try to do fire (Fig. 17)*' or mist.

JCA: What do you think is so hard about fire and
mist?

RL: With painting you’re able to create layers. With
charcoal, there are a lot of layers, but I'm limited by
the palette. It’s very hard to get the complexity of
a fire tongue.. just the transition from the edge to
the center is quite radical. Mist is transparent and
with painting, you would apply the mist on top
of it. It’s hard to apply mist on top. It’s like when
I did the icebergs (e.g., Fig. 18).”> Could I draw
white with black? That became the challenge to
me. I mean, I've done some fires successtully, but
generally I tend to kind of stay away from it.
Recently I did a student riot where cops were
spraying deer spray at the rioters.” The spray looks
okay because there’s something behind, some dark-

er surface. But the problem lies with an image of




Figure 18
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (Iceberg
for C.D.F),
2015-16

Private Collection
(© Robert Longo)

spray against the sky. It’s really hard to do.The good
thing is, 've learned my limitations for sure. The
problem for me now is that I've gotten to the point
with the drawings where I really want more, and
I'm trying to figure out how to get there.

JCA: Earlier in this conversation, you've compared
your charcoal drawings to paintings, but I've no-
ticed that throughout past interviews, you've also
compared it to sculpture.”* Could you expand
more on that concept?

RL: The sculpting part of it has a lot to do with
when I say we have to carve the image out. The
thing is that painting has layers of coverings; draw-
ing is in the paper, it’s like pressed into the paper.
Then you have to carve it out of the paper, so there
is that sculptural element to it. It’s a lot of work
that’s just done with your hands, with your fingers
and rubbing it in and blending it in, so it has a much
more physical aspect than traditional painting.
Also, they feel like they’re sculptural in the sense
of the scale. I mean, I'm quite envious of painters.
Richard Serra (Fig. 19)* was a bit of a mentor, and
he was saying that when he was a young student
going to museums in Europe and he saw Caravag-
gio and Rembrandt and he said, “Fuck, I can’t do
that. I mean, I got to figure out something else to
do” I had the same feeling when I saw all those

great masters: I had to figure out another way to
make art and that’s how I did it.

JCA: Serra notably once said that “there is no way

to make a drawing—there is only drawing.”*

RL: Richard and Jackson Pollock are these artists
that—for other artists in a weird way—can appear

:J.I

W g

Figure 19
RICHARD SERRA
Rotation #8, 2011

Art Market (©
Estate of Richard
Serra/Artists Rights
Society [ARS], New
York)
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Figure 20
ROBERT LONGO
The Last Flag
(Dedicated to

Howard Zinn),
2015

Private Collection
(© Robert Longo)

Figure 21
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (After
Pollock, Autumn
Rhythm: Number
30,1951),2014

Private Collection
© Robert Longo)
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as dead ends, because what do you do after them?
What do you do after Pollock? What do you do
after Serra? And this is where it becomes a case
where the artist has to not look at the world to find
guidance as to where to go: the experience of work
tells you where to go. I find those two artists quite
influential for me.

Honestly, I'm tragically a white male and I
think somehow, I try to deal with that in my work
critically as much as I can. And those two guys are
like quintessential white males, you know, aggres-
sive and very American (Fig. 20).” I mean, 'm
tragically an American artist.

JCA: 1 know that you’ve translated Pollock’s paint-

ings in your Abstract Expressionist series (e.g., Fig.
21), and you’ve previously talked about how you
had to apply the different colors and brushstrokes
in the same order as Pollock.” Have you thought
about maybe translating some of Richard Serra’s
large-scale works?

RL: No. No...Its very funny, when [ first moved
to New York, I wanted to use some grease sticks.
And I went to the art supply store, and someone said
to me, “No, we don’t have any. Serra bought up all
the grease stick pencils.” Maybe twenty years later,
a younger artist told me he went to the art supply
store to get some charcoal, and the guy at the store
said, “No, we don’t have it. Longo bought up all the

charcoal.” It was the best compliment I've had.

JCA: In a recent conversation with your longtime
interviewer Richard Price, you mentioned this
idea of “culture of impatience.”* Drawing is, as
we’ve discussed, such a patient medium due to its
fragility. How do you reconcile this tension?

RL: I think the original performance art is paint-
ing, because painting is so time based.You have to
deal with drying times, things like that. In classi-
cal paintings, they had to paint the sleeve before
they could paint the hands...you can see where
the paintings are seamed together, where they
waited for the work to dry. I don’t have to deal
with drying time. My work is labor intensive, but if
they were paintings, I'm sure they would take like
five times longer. My system is more elaborate, it’s
about building up layers of charcoal.

JCA: But what’s after drawing? In a recent in-
terview in Frieze, you said that charcoal drawings
have sort of run their course for you.” Have you
thought about experimenting with other media
beyond the current return to combines? For in-
stance, your drawings would translate really well
into prints, and I know you've experimented with

lithography earlier on.

RL: That wasn’t so much experimenting. Prints
are like making certificates, like stock certificates.



I'm not a printmaker. I've never messed with the
medium too much.

‘What’s happened with the combines (e.g., Fig.
22)* is...going backwards. I found this has hap-
pened a couple of times in the history of my work:
that for me to go forward, I had to go backwards
a little bit. It’s like almost needing to get a run-
ning start. The combines allow me to do whatever
I want; at the same time, they will always be rooted
in drawings. The combines kind of have rules to
them and one of them is that they will always have
a drawing.

So, I will keep drawing, but the thing is, I just
want more out of the work. I think younger artists
don’t realize how much their work actually partic-
ipates in its own making. You have to listen to your
work. My charcoal drawings have been telling me
that I have to expand my horizon. At the same time,
I don’t have to leave them behind. They’re the foun-
dation of everything I do.There’s this moral imper-
ative that’s involved in making these images that are
somewhat chronicling the time that we live in. This
fucking horrible election that just happened has
motivated me more to keep doing what I'm doing.

At the same time, I'm starting to slowly ex-
pand it by introducing new elements into the

combines. The show at the Albertina was really
very much the past, like almost passing through
the past to the present. Milwaukee was very much
the present and London was like the future. It
was interesting to combine all these things at the
same time. Now, I'm open to do whatever I want,
which is kind of great. As long as everything is
standing on the drawing, because everything starts

with drawing.

JCA: It’s the origin of the arts.” Pivoting here to
your recourse to art history as a way to comment
on the present, how do you decide which themes
are worth drawing directly from contemporary
photographs and which themes can be mediated
only through the past?

RL: I'm always looking for references in arche-
types that I can use to understand constructing
compositions. I'm looking at art history to find
elements that will help me. For instance, when I
did this drawing of these three wedding dresses
that were all shot with bullet holes in a window in
Ukraine (Fig. 23),* it looked like the Three Graces.
So, I'm always looking for those kinds of ancient
archetypes.

Figure 22
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (Pilgrim),
2024

Private Collection
(© Robert Longo)
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Figure 23
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (The
Three Graces;
Donetsk, Ukraine;
March 14,2022),
2022

Milwaukee, Art
Museum (© Robert
Longo)
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At the same time, I had seen this show in Paris

of Rembrandt’s paintings of Young Jesus (Fig. 24).”
They were exquisitely beautiful paintings. I bought
the catalogue when I got home, and in the back
of the catalogue were these x-rays. At first, I read
the essay about how when Rembrandt was mak-
ing these paintings, Amsterdam was an open city
for Jews and he got young Jewish men to pose for
these pictures of Jesus. But I looked at the paint-
ings, and the paintings don’t look terribly Semitic.
They look more like Northern Europeans. In the
x-rays (e.g., Fig. 25),% in the paintings underneath,
the figures were very Semitic looking.

They also happened to be on this wood grain,
which made it look like a picture out of The Ma-
trix, like electricity running through it. I contacted
the restorer who was also the curator of the show,
and I went to see him in Philadelphia. What was
interesting was that x-rays are a lot like my draw-
ings, because where there is white, there’s nothing,
you know what I mean? It just is a perfect transla-
tion to my medium. So, I started drawing those. It
was kind of a forensic analysis of paintings.

The AbEx things...around the time when
I did them, I think Mitt Romney was running
against Obama for president. There seemed to be
an enormous amount of younger artists making
all this terrible abstract art that looked like repre-
sentations of abstract art. It was very anti-politi-
cal, anti-intellectual, and highly process-oriented.
I thought, maybe I should go back and look at
the original abstract art. What’s great as an Ameri-
can artist is that the first great American art trend
was Abstract Expressionism. So, I went back to
analyze and learn from them and got permission
from all the estates and access to the paintings and
the photographs.

When we made the drawings, we used color
photographs. It was a way of learning how these
guys did this. I mean it’s interesting, the idea of
how long it takes to draw a brushstroke versus how
long it takes to make a brushstroke. Big difference.

JCA: I believe the x-ray series was called Hungry
Ghosts (e.g., Fig. 26).” How do you come up with
some of your titles?



RL: I like the way that it sounds, or they’re mis-

understandings. There’s a Pink Floyd song, “With
Quiet Desperation,” and I was trying to remember
it and instead came up with “Luminous Discon-
tent.”” I mean, titles, theyre interesting to me, but
they’re not that important.... Art doesn’t necessar-
ily need titles.

JCA: I'd like to wrap up with how you have de-
scribed your work in the past as “romantic.”* That
strikes me as a term that has a long historical lin-
eage. Can you unpack your definition of romantic,

if you still would describe your work that way?

RL: I view history. Imagine a timeline and there’s
this wheel that is rotating on the timeline. I think
as an artist, this wheel has three points on it. One
is formalism, one is romanticism, and the other
one is mannerism. When you'’re a younger artist,
you’re in that formal stage and you really want to
express what youre doing and try to figure out
the way it’s going to look. As this wheel starts to
rotate, you start to go into your romantic stage,
which is the point when you get really good at
what you’re doing, and you can really load it with
content.

Figure 24 (top left)

REMBRANDT
VAN RIJN

Head of Christ,
. 1648-56

Philadelphia,
Philadelphia
Museum of Art

Figure 25 (above)
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (X-Ray
of Head of Christ),
. 1648-56, After
Rembrandt), 2015

Collection of the
Artist (© Robert
Longo)
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Figure 26
ROBERT LONGO

Untitled (X-Ray
of A Bar at the

Folies-Bergére, 1882,

After Manet), 2017

Collection of the
Artist (© Robert
Longo)
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As the wheel keeps rotating, you get into the

most dangerous zone, which is mannerism, which
is where you get spectacularly good at what you
do, but you forget why you did it in the first place
and you get lost. I try to avoid being manneristic
with my work, but I realized that one needs to
go through mannerism to get back to formalism,
to start the cycle over again. This rotation, I think
happens in culture, it happens in history, and it
happens to me as an artist, for sure.

I think right now I'm very close to becoming
manneristic with my work. But I'm understanding

that and I'm trying to get myself out of it by go-
ing back to the combines, which are to me at this

point now, very formal.

J. Cabelle Ahn is an independent art historian and writer
based in New York.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

The interviewer extends her gratitude to Robert
Longo, Alex Baye at Longo’s studio, Nina Sand-
haus and Sarah Rustin at Thaddaeus Ropac, and
the editors at Master Drawings.
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artist and Thaddaeus Ropac.
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wwiw.themorgan.org/drawings/item/110071.

New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, inv. no. 2023.381
(Purchase: Friends of Drawings and Prints Gifts, 2023).
Charcoal; 700 x 1000 mmy; see www.metmuseunt.org/art/
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works. IMAGE: Courtesy of the artist.

Philadelphia Museum of Art, inv. no. 480 (John G. John-
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