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Dan Flavin, untitled (in honor of Harold Joachim) 3, 1977, pink, yellow, blue, and green fluorescent light. 8 ft. (244 
cm) square across a corner. © 2016 Stephen Flavin/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York; courtesy of David Zwirner, 
New York/London 

Ikon presents a major exhibition of fluorescent light works by Dan Flavin (1933-1996), one of 
the most important post-war American artists. Taking his dictum “It is what is and it ain’t 
nothing else” as a departure point, Ikon’s exhibition explores Flavin’s straightforward 
rejection of illusionism whilst asserting the importance of the context of artistic experience 
over art for art’s sake. The exhibition capitalises on the variety of interiors that Ikon Gallery 
has to offer, and is informed by Flavin’s refreshing “situational” approach to making and 
thinking about art. 
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Flavin’s resistance to symbolism and a denial of spirituality in art is telling given his 
Catholic upbringing in New York, and the fact that he studied for the priesthood before 
enrolling at Columbia University in the late 1950s. Subsequently Flavin became acquainted 
with other American artists emerging around that time whose work was in contrast to 
Abstract Expressionism, the prevailing style, including Sol LeWitt, Robert Ryman, Frank 
Stella, Barnett Newman and Donald Judd. He was especially close to the latter - both 
sharing an interest in artworks that refer to nothing but their factual presence, with an 
emphasis on industrial materials and intense colour - and this is signified by his dedication 
of a number of works to Judd. 
 

One of the earliest works in this exhibition is alternate diagonals of March 2, 1964 (to Don 
Judd), made shortly after Flavin centred his entire artistic practice on the use of fluorescent 
light. The bright red and yellow are Judd-like, and likewise the fluorescent lamp 
combinations of white, pink, red, yellow, blue and green in untitled (to Don Judd, colorist) 1-
6 (1987), also exhibited at Ikon. These standard colours are as beguiling as they are 
industrial and ordinary, together bathing the exhibition space in pale radiant light.  
 
Flavin dedicated many of his works to other friends, members of his family and colleagues. 
At the heart of Ikon’s exhibition is untitled (to Barnett Newman) one, two, three and four (all 
from 1971), an installation that frames the corners of the room and alludes to the older 
artist’s celebrated series of four paintings, Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue. The work 
conveys both Newman’s disdain for the picturesque in art and Flavin’s interest in 
architectural environments: the possibility of “infinite specific expression in relation to 
specific space.” 
 
The emphasis on interior corners is very characteristic. pink out of a corner (to Jasper Johns), 
at the beginning of Ikon’s exhibition, is a strong statement of intent from 1963. An 8’ lamp 
between two walls, it eradicates darkness from an extremity of a room to the point of 
obliterating any proper perception of it. Flavin was very aware of the traditional placement 
of religious icons in corners, like the Russian Constructivist Kasmir Malevich much admired 
for his black squares, but instead he made icons of light, with what he referred to as “blank 
magic”. 
 
Flavin was very interested in Constructivism and, more than Malevich, it was Vladimir Tatlin 
– with his insistence on “real materials in real space” – who made a lasting impression. 
Flavin’s Tatlin “monuments” are combinations of 8’, 6’, 4’ and 2’ white fluorescent lamps, 
suggesting architectural structures through modernist abstraction and a dash of ironic 
humour; as he explained, “These ‘monuments’ only survive as long as the light system is 
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useful” and, simply, they can be turned on and off. Their temporariness is especially 
poignant given the impractical nature of Tatlin’s utopianism. 
 
The last room in Ikon’s exhibition is devoted to Flavin’s Tatlin “monuments,” reiterating the 
integration of Flavin’s work with the environment it occupies. Untitled (to Dorothy and Roy 
Lichtenstein on not seeing anyone in the room), made in 1968, also involves white light but 
in this case the 8’ fluorescent fixtures are installed vertically in a doorway to an empty room, 
facing inwards, like bars reminiscent of a prison cell. Inspired by Lichtenstein’s 1961 
painting, I can see the whole room! ... and there’s nobody in it!, it epitomises Flavin’s 
preoccupation with the continuity of his work into architectural spaces, as is made clear, 
literally, by his illumination of them – to the point that the fluorescent fixtures are 
“somewhat betrayed by [their] physical presence into approximate invisibility”. 
 
A catalogue will be published, including an essay by Jeffrey Weiss, senior curator, 
Guggenheim New York, and installation photographs of the exhibition. The exhibition is 
supported by The Henry Moore Foundation. 
 
For more information, high-res images and to request interviews please contact Emma 
Gilhooly or Milly Carter Hepplewhite at Pelham Communications on 020 8969 3959 or email 
emma@pelhamcommunications.com or milly@pelhamcommunications.com  
 
 
Social Media Handles:  
Instagram, Twitter and Facebook: @ikongallery #DanFlavin #IkonGallery 

 

Press Image Use: 

To use images for press, please refer to terms and conditions as outlined below: 

Press use is considered to be moderate use of images to report a current event or to illustrate a review or criticism of the work, as defined 
by the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 Chapter 48 Section 30 Subsections (1) - (3). Reproductions which comply with the above 
do not need to be licensed. Reproductions for all non-press uses or for press uses where the above criteria do not apply (e.g. covers and 
feature articles) must be licensed before publication. Further information can be obtained at www.dacs.org.uk or by contacting DACS 
licensing on +44 207 336 8811. Due to UK copyright law only applying to UK publications, any articles or press uses which are published 
outside of the UK and include reproductions of these images will need to have sought authorisation with the relevant copyright society of 
that country. Please also ensure that all works that are provided are shown in full, with no overprinting or manipulation. 

 

Note to Editors:  

1. Ikon exhibition opening: Wednesday 13 April, 6-8pm. The exhibition will be accompanied by 
a programme of public events, for full details visit www.ikon-gallery.org 
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2. Ikon is an internationally acclaimed contemporary art venue situated in central Birmingham. 

Established in 1964 by a group of artists, Ikon is an educational charity and works to 
encourage public engagement with contemporary art through exhibiting new work in a 
context of debate and participation. The gallery programme features artists from around the 
world and a variety of media is represented, including sound, film, mixed media, 
photography, painting, sculpture and installation. Ikon’s off-site programme develops 
dynamic relationships between art, artists and audiences outside the gallery. Projects vary 
enormously in scale, duration and location, challenging expectations of where art can be 
seen and by whom. Education is at the heart of Ikon’s activities, stimulating public interest 
in and understanding of contemporary visual art. Through a variety of talks, tours, 
workshops and seminars, Ikon’s Learning Team aims to build dynamic relationships with 
audiences, enabling visitors to engage with, discuss and reflect on contemporary art. 
 

3. Ikon is open Tuesday – Sunday and Bank Holiday Mondays, 11am - 5pm.  Admission is free.  
 

4. For the latest news and events follow @ikongallery on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. 
 

5. Ikon Gallery is supported using public funding from Arts Council England and Birmingham 
City Council.    
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