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Titian's Dog and Me
For a long time, he has numbered among the most successful painters in the USA. But where does
George Condo get his ideas? A joint visit to the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin
One meets other artists in a bar. The fact that the painter George Condo has suggested the site of
Berlin's extensive collection of paintings seems a lot like careerist striving, as if he wanted to
demonstrate emphatically that he lives completely in the world of art. With Condo, one could even
imagine that this is the case. In his works, the American is prone to kidnapping colleagues for his
own purposes. Sometimes these are the old masters, sometimes the modern ones.
Pictures by George Condo are also always picture-puzzles with regard to their origin. This could be
ascertained once again upon taking a quick look at the exhibition in the Galerie Sprüth Magers, only
a short taxi-ride distant from the Gemäldegalerie. On display there are several large paintings, each
of which is based on a patchwork of various color fields. Spread over the respective backgrounds
are conglomerations of half-drawn, half-sketched figures which in some cases are only vaguely
indicated. Their bodies seem dispersed, as if they can hold together their bones only with great
difficulty. A few women's faces resembling works by Picasso may be identified on some of the
canvasses. Condo speaks of “psychological Cubism” in interviews. The artist has been very much in
demand in recent years. Once again, the gallery will take several Condos to the art show in Basel,
and they will certainly sell quickly. The pictures in the current exhibition cost between 275.000 and
575.000 dollars (excluding VAT). Almost all of them have already been purchased.
He always visits the municipal museums at the place where he is exhibiting, George Condo explains
when we meet at the base of the stairs at the Kulturforum. The painter was already here a few years
ago. He also knows that a vociferous argument is currently raging concerning the Gemäldegalerie.
But he doesn't quite understand why. And so as we climb the stairs, I quickly explain to him the
planned reordering of the Berlin museum landscape, with its deliberation as to whether the
paintings of the old masters should be displayed together with the sculptures of their era. Also
because the sculpture collection on its own does not receive the attention it deserves.
“Yes, it's strange,” Condo remarks. “People are not connected to old master sculpture for some
reason and I wonder why. If you go to the Doria Pamphilj collection in Rome, in one room you will
find a Pope Innocent X by Velásquez facing sculptures by Bernini. And it is amazing to see.” In the
meantime, the artist has purchased his admission ticket. What follows in the next hour is not only a
search for the sources of his paintings. It is also a mobile lesson in the field of art history, as seen by
George Condo.
The artist heads to the left, towards Italy, into the room featuring painters of the Early Renaissance.
He remains standing in front of a picture by Giovanni Battista Cima, the Enthroned Mary with the
Christ Child and St. Peter. “The paintings of Cima that I like best are the really plastic-looking ones.
In which the figure of Christ looks like a doll,” Condo explains. “For me Cima is really the
beginning of artificial realism. He is hundred percent concrete in each thing yet not as obsessive in
the details as Crivelli.”
The artist becomes enthusiastic with regard to the composition of the picture which, in the form of a
flat triangle between the Mother of God and the saints at her sides, imbues the scene with an almost
marmoreal solidity. “As a young painter,” Condo recounts, “I started to work from diagrams that I
found in a book on Renaissance painting and Baroque painting. I took the diagrams and applied
them to my compositions.” In this manner, he learned how to exercise control over the masses of
people in his pictures.
Condo's art is suffused with knowledge of the achievements of centuries of paintings. But when he
surveys the history of art, he does so with the unencumbered vision of a contemporary artist in
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search of new sensationsearch of new sensations - just as if Giovanni Battista Moroni, in front of
whose picture he remains standing, were a painter still working today. “Moroni fascinates me
because he embeds his figures in backgrounds of unbelievable gray. This brings the figures to the
fore, and each individual color becomes really exciting,” says Condo. “Moroni has gray power—
more than anybody else.” And indeed, if the artist had not mentioned it, one would not have
actually noticed that Moroni's Duke of Albuquerque is built up against a background which
shimmers in richly varied shades of gray—and which seems so contemporary that one has the
impression it could be a monochrome by Gerhard Richter.
Now one is reminded of one of Condo's new pictures, Day and Night, which makes do entirely with
a reduced palette of shades of black and gray. It is like color-field painting without color. Condo
objects that it is not even that: “The original color-field artists abandoned the line and abandoned
the figure, so in that way it is like anti-color-field painting. The figures that were eliminated in the
Fifties are coming back through the painting. They are mutating in the color-field. They are in the
process of transformation.”
But now quickly onward, to Titian and his Venus with the Organ Player. Condo admires the
painterly finesse with which the Venetian artist renders the goddess of love, whether it is a matter of
the “sensual nipples” or the “fearless blue” of the arteries pulsing beneath the alabaster skin. “To
achieve these effects in painting, it really requires to get close and then to get back again to see it all.
It is a complicated position to be painting in.”
And all these breasts and hips in his new pictures? Could it be that he borrowed them from Titian?
“I think his paintings are just ingrained in my mind,” Condo says. “I like his form of humor. A little
perverse—but decorated, in a way where it is not necessarily overt.”
We peruse for a while longer the musical tryst in which the organist bends from his instrument
toward the beautiful naked woman—all of this in an artificial landscape which, ludicrously enough,
is partly covered by a curtain, a bizarre state of being neither inside or outside. And suddenly one
notices the lapdog at the right edge of the painting—and becomes awestruck. The finicky, barking
beast has the exact same button eyes and lower jaw with which one has been familiar for years in
Condo's grimacing figures. The dog has a Condo face! For a perturbing moment, one fears that the
American slipped into the Gemäldegalerie the night before and had his fun repainting a fivehundred-year-old Titian according to his own fancy.
The next half hour is filled repeatedly with these mental leaps between past and present. The
indefinite facial expression of Cavaggio's heroic Amor reminds Condo of “a child that's staring out
of a bus window.” And the old Malle Babbe with the owl on her shoulder, which the Netherlandish
Baroque painter Frans Hals created with vigorous brushstrokes on the canvas in 1633, causes the
American to become extremely enthusiastic: “That for me is the beginning of modern painting. That
is a really inspiring painting. I have to say that is one of my favorite paintings here. Because of the
looseness and the madness.”
Upon leaving the museum, one is bothered by a bad conscience: Once again, the principal focus has
been on the masterpieces, and the large number of workshop pupils and epigones have been
disregarded. But Condo is uncompromising: “As a painter, I am interested in the moments when
someone dares to do something really new. I can do without everything else.” Well alright, one can
respond—he is not an art historian who feel obliged to pursue scholarly exactitude and equilibrium.
His perspective is unremittingly emotional and biased. Perhaps it was precisely this which made the
museum visit with him so inspiring.
Exhibition of George Condo at Sprüth Magers, Berlin until June 22.

