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Greetings 
July 4th – American Independence Day and, Jasper Johns independently altered the 
course of American Art. 

The New York School of Artists, which included Jackson Pollock, was 
suddenly confronted with seemingly unimaginative motifs like flags, targets and 
numbers. 

Johns’s “new and out of the blue” art of restraint and modesty had arrived. 
His work inspired the first Pop artists and also warned of the advent of Minimalism 
and the consequential elevation of portraying nearly – nothing – at - all images. 
He deliberately avoids emotion and imagination, relying instead on “given” subjects, 
in the manner of Marcel Duchamp’s “ready mades”. 

“Flag” is the epitome of “art for art’s sake”. The work is not about what IT is, 
but what it IS; a combination of shape, colour and texture. 

Jasper Johns was born in 1930 in Augusta U.S.A. Abandoned by his parents 
when very young, farmed out to various relatives who seemed to have passed him 
around like a bad penny, he had a generally miserable childhood. 

He eventually made his way to New York and found employment at a 
bookstore. By now he was in his mid-20’s, had very little money and was more or 
less completely unknown. By night he painted in his small bedsit. 

One day an art dealer, Leo Castelli, intrigued by this thin, shy young man, and 
also by what little he had seen of his work, arranged to visit Johns at home. 
Castelli recalled “I was confronted by this miraculous array of unprecedented 
images – flags, red, white and blue- large ones, small ones, paintings of targets and 
alphabets: just an incredible sight, new and out of the blue!” 

Castelli offered Johns an exhibition of his work, which he accepted, and it was 
regarded by the critics as a collection of the most artistic products of the 1950’s. 

“Flag” shown here, cannot be fully 
appreciated in a reproduction, and 
absolutely flies in the face of the rhetoric 
that surrounded abstract expressionism in 
America at that time. 
There is nothing abstract here, but a new 
concept of the banal: something hardly 
worth a second glance is now demanding 
closer inspection.  
All the hard work had been done, centuries 

ago; composition, colour etc. Johns had magically reduced painting to its very 
essence. Because the subject matter was so well known and universally recognised 



as the Union Flag – remove it from its frame and it might even serve as a real, albeit 
fragile one – he has left the viewer with nothing else to concentrate on but the paint 
itself. 

The surface of “Flag” is both sumptuous and unusual, owing to the artist’s 
experiments with the ancient Greek medium of encaustic, in which pigments are 
mixed with hot wax which acts as a binder, and is combined  with the more modern 
technique of collage. 

The picture is alive with dabs and touches of colour, and fragments of 
newsprint, most of which are illegible, however, a recipe for apple sauce, a 
reference to a musical called “Pipe Dream” and a small advertisement for feminine 
deodorant can be identified. 

Whilst living in New York Johns met fellow artist Robert Rauschenberg. They 
both shared the same views on the unimaginative culture prevailing at the time, and 
also shared each other’s bodies. 

Johns may have been distressed by the discovery of his homosexuality – he 
had hinted that he didn’t much like himself during this period of his life – and it 
certainly would have made him feel like an outsider. 

It was the time of the McCarthy purges, where homosexuals were lumped 
together with Communists, as enemies of the state. 

The art historian Fred Orton concluded that “Flag” suggests that although a 
representation of the land of the free, for every fragment of newsprint that can be 
made out – every sign of daily life - there are countless others buried in encaustic – 
muffled. 

So the picture’s structure is not just the suggestion of the throng of everyday 
life, but also the censorship of thoughts and feelings, where “un-American” activities 
had to be hidden. 

Johns intentionally set himself against the rules of conventional art by taking 
previously existing, immediately recognisable objects and emphasizing their 
ordinariness. He seems to have been almost instantly aware that “Flag” represented 
some kind of breakthrough in art. When it was finished, he destroyed every other 
work he had ever made. 

The painting is now in the Museum of Modern Art New York. 
 

Clarborough Workshop 

Unfortunately, because of insufficient interest in the session booked for 10th July 
2021, we have decided to cancel. 

Exhibitions 

The Harley Gallery at Welbeck is exhibiting a collection of work until 8th August 
2021. 



Assembled by Lara Wardle – director and curator of the Jerwood Collection – the 
exhibits include paintings, prints, drawings and sculpture by Maggi Hambling, 
Chantal joffe, Rose Wylie and Peter Lanyon. Telephone: 01909 50700 

Bassetlaw Museum is showing a retrospective by Derrick Spence until 17th July 
2021 

Free admission 

Looking Ahead 

As chairman, I thought it appropriate for me to seek out alternative accommodation 
for some of our events, should the need arise. 

Following a very productive meeting with the vicar and management at Grove Street 
Methodist Chapel, I have secured the following:- 

1. The use of the “Albert hall” at Grove Chapel for life drawing if the Swan Studio 
is too small or inaccessible for the less able bodied. The hire rate is £11/hour. 

2. The use of “Chapelgate Hall” at Grove Chapel for demos. There is an 
overhead projector and a drop down screen, which is compatible with our 
equipment (I’ve had a test run!) 
The hire rate is £16/hour which compares favourably with the now defunct 
Post 16 venue. 

3. The availability of the main auditorium for life drawing exhibitions at Grove 
Chapel. 
However, the hire rate has yet to be agreed. 
The venues are easily accessible to all and provide facilities for refreshments. 

Membership 

The current membership stands at 58. We are keen to increase the number to pre-
pandemic levels which stood at 73 – and attract more if possible! 

I have advertised in Retford/Gainsborough/Worksop Life. If anyone has any ideas 
on how they may assist in recruiting new members, please let me know. 

 
Take care 
Mick 

 
 

 

  


