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Perrotin is honoured to present “Hans Hartung: A Constant Storm. Works from 1922 to 1989,” the first exhibition of Hans Hartung at the gallery, which is 
now the representative of the Hartung Estate. The exhibition, featuring nearly seventy works spanning seven decades of Hartung’s career, is the most 
important solo presentation of the artist in New York since his solo exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1975. Thanks to exceptional loans from 
the Hartung-Bergman Foundation, the Museum of Modern Art, New York and the Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, key works by the artist have been 
brought together for this survey exhibition tracing the artist’s evolution from the first abstract works in about 1922 through 1989, the year of his passing.  

The works of Hans Hartung gathered in the exhibition are displayed chronologically in order to better understand the different stages of his nearly 
seventy years career. Seminal artworks are highlighted as they paved the way to later development in his work ; in particular the large paintings, 
starting in 1961, when Hartung was confronting the canvas, in constant technical innovation. 

Hans Hartung was a pioneer and major proponent of abstract art and modernism. Born in Leipzig, Germany, in 1904, he developed a practice of 
gestural painting that was both instinctive and regulated. The seemingly immediate aesthetic impact of Hartung’s paintings is in fact the result of 
subtle layering. These strikingly vivid and immaterial clusters of colour are formed by a complex, almost alchemical process, stemming from a particular 
relation to the real. Each of the works by Hartung brought together for this project is a kind of oxymoron, the outcome of what the artist called the 
“continual correction of what is done at speed.” In this artistic paradox, the tempest is constant and the deflagration always channelled. The point 
is to change the way we look at this singular pictorial universe made up of coloured grounds over which float various forms and graphic structures, 
ranging from indeterminate, amorphous “blotches” to strident, sharp-edged signs, all produced by the artist’s swift gestures. 
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From the end of the 1940s, Hartung’s paintings enjoyed great success and had many imitators in Europe, where he was recognised as a real 
artistic leader, and also across the Atlantic, in relation to Abstract Expressionism in New York. 

Always wary of dogma and categories, Hartung never encouraged a one-way reading of his work and it remains difficult, even today, to precisely 
define his contribution in historical or critical terms. This is due to the deep singularity of his oeuvre but also to his own life and its traumas: a 
German expelled by the Nazis, he fought on the Allied side and lost a leg in battle while carrying a wounded man; he was then awarded the Croix 
de la Guerre and naturalised as a Frenchman. Both German and French, romantic and rational, he was attracted at once to the expressive brutality 
of Die Brücke and the scenographic intensity of Rembrandt, the typological rigor of Paul Klee and the formal clarity of Henri Matisse. By doggedly 
ploughing his own furrow, Hartung in a sense refused to choose between two simplistic visions of abstract art: on one side, eruptive and 
chaotic painting, based on pure intuition, combined with the expressionist, gestural, lyrical, informal and Tachiste tendencies of post-war painting; 
and, on the other, control, precision and systems, whose notions belong more to the realm of geometric abstraction. 

Throughout his rich and productive career, Hartung was obsessed with renewing his painting, and he achieved this through some remarkable 
technical innovations. At the same time, he was constantly going back to the seminal artistic vocabulary that he elaborated instinctively after World 
War I. He thus constructed his practice in a constant back-and-forth between the physical impulses of work in the studio and the resurgences 
of a sensorial memory, between the transcription of the sense of nature and the conception of pure painting fundamentally liberated from any 
kind of imagery. 

Matthieu Poirier

Two exhibitions are organized simultaneously at Simon Lee Gallery, London and Nahmad Contemporary, New York. A catalog 
will be published on this occasion. The book A Constant Storm is published by Perrotin in January 2018. 
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“This dialectic inherent in the work for many years was one factor for confusion in 
its historical reception, which was for many years determined by the paintings made 
using a system that the artist elaborated in the early 1930s and finally rejected in 
1960. This method involved squaring up, that is to say, enlarging studies originally 
done on paper, before transferring them to canvas. By populating his paintings with 
these forms that resulted from both a gestural outburst and meticulous labor 
(necessitating extreme precision), Hartung aimed to produce a convincing sign 
of their execution. In other words, the key goal of these transferrals was to preserve 
the energy originally liberated in a burst of a few seconds of work on paper.”1 

Hartung continued to replace the big brushes he had been using with experimental 
tools and devices, including paint sprayers. By 1986, the artist introduced a new 
mechanism into his already extensive armory of implements known as a ‘sulfateuse’. 
Hartung had been using spray paint in his work since the 1960s, however, this 
earlier method of air spray not only required lifting heavy canisters, but also left a 
clearly mechanical application of paint. The ‘sulfateuse’ consisted of a flexible hose 
fixed with an assortment of nozzles, allowing the artist to adjust the flow of the paint 
more freely. The canister could be left on the ground and all that had to be held was 
the light wand of the spraying rod. The artist, who had suffered two strokes that left 
him physically incapacitated, embraced the new tool which entitled him to project 
great sweeping lines of paint with a simple flick of a wrist, combining interlacing lines 
with sometimes textured patches of color with varying degrees of density. 
From 1986 to 1989, fine mists, thick ‘clouds’, paint runs and freely doodled lines 
became the formal language of the artist. 

“In about 1960 we witness the appearance of various graphic signs and other 
incisions into the paint matter, inspired by the technique of etching, which the artist 
had been practicing since 1928. Hartung was removing more paint than he was 
adding. His method involved the via di levare just as much as it did the via de porre. 
He made many etchings himself, and it is here that his reference to the expressionism 
of Die Brücke re-emerges, especially to their woodcuts, the making of which involved 
eking out grooves, and therefore the removal of material.”2

“The Clouds” series appeared at the same time, in 1961, and developed through 
to 1967, only to re-emerge in noteworthy fashion in the 1980s. Their dark and blurry 
forms seem either to thrust forward or to dissolve over grounds that are also formed 
by sprayed color. 
Hartung emphasizes the “highly complex optical effects: those of a color seen 
through another, the two hues retaining their purity, changed but not mixed.” 
He compared these effects to the glazes of Van Eyck, El Greco, and Rembrandt, 
and obtained them “ without accepting the slavery of pointillism.”3

1-3 Matthieu Poirier, extract of A Constant Storm, 2018, Perrotin Publishing.

T 1951-3, 1951. Oil on canvas. 95,8 × 144,7 cm / 373/4 × 57 in 
Collection Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo, New York; Gift of Seymour H. Knox, Jr., 
1959 (K1959:19). © Estate of Hans Hartung / Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York / ADAGP, Paris. Photo: Tom Loonan

T1962-R13, 1962. Vinylic paint on canvas. 180 × 111 cm / 707/8 × 4311/16 in. 
Paris 2018. Photo: Claire Dorn / Courtesy Perrotin. 

T1983-E20, 1983. Acrylic on canvas142 x 180 cm / 557/8 x 707/8 in 
© Hans Hartung / ADAGP, Paris 2018. Photo: Claire Dorn / Courtesy Perrotin

T1988-E24, 1988. Acrylic on canvas142 x 180 cm / 557/8 x 707/8 in 
© Hans Hartung / ADAGP, Paris 2018. Photo: Claire Dorn / Courtesy Perrotin.

FOCUS ON FOUR WORKS



“At once German and French, exalted and rational, fascinated at an early age by the expressionist brutality of the woodcuts by Die Brücke, but also 
by the classifying distance of Paul Klee and the formal clarity of Henri Matisse, Hartung in a sense refused to choose between two simplistic visions 
of abstract art: on one side, eruptive and chaotic painting, based on purportedly “pure” intuition, combined with the expressionist, gestural, lyrical, 
informal, and Tachiste tendencies of postwar painting; and, on the other, control, precision, and systems, notions that belong more to the realm of 
geometric abstraction.”4

Hans Hartung (born Leipzig 1904, died Antibes 1989) is one of the most acclaimed European painters of the 20th century. In 2018, the 
Kunstmuseum Bonn will organize a solo exhibition of Hartung’s work. In 2016-2017, his work was the subject of major solo shows at the Galleria 
Nazionale dell’Umbria, Perugia, Italy, and at the Fonds Hélène & Édouard Leclerc pour la Culture, Landerneau, France, curated by Xavier Douroux. 
Selected group exhibitions include the Musée d’Art Moderne, Paris, France (2009), alongside Martin Kippenberger and Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 
and the Fondation Beyeler, Basel, Switzerland (2008) which featured Jackson Pollock, Eva Hesse and Robert Motherwell. 

His work is held in many prominent collections worldwide, including the Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, France; the Hirshhorn Museum and 
Sculpture Garden, Washington D.C., USA; the Kunstmuseum, Basel, Switzerland; the Ludwig Museum, Cologne, Germany; the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York, USA; the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, France; the Museo Tamayo Arte Contemporaneo, Mexico City; the Museum 
of Modern Art, New York, USA; the Neue Nationalgalerie, Berlin, Germany; the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, USA; the Tate Gallery, 
London, UK.

4 Matthieu Poirier, extract of  A Constant Storm, 2018, Perrotin Publishing.
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The Hartung-Bergman Foundation, Antibes, France © Fondation Hartung-Bergman

5 Matthieu Poirier, extract of  A Constant Storm, 2018, Perrotin Publishing.

“Hartung’s Antibes studio, which has been perfectly preserved, is worthy of an exhibition in its own right. Wholly conceived by the artist himself, 
it can be understood not so much as a functional space, although of course it was that, but as a metawork, or even a key to his paintings. Like his 
first studio in Minorca, which he also designed, the Antibes space is all thick walls, quite devoid of ornament. Each section, each surface is covered 
with immaculate white, like untouched canvases. Indeed, like the white monochromes shown by Robert Rauschenberg in 1951, which John Cage 
described as “airports for shadows,” the studio walls were conceived as veritable projection screens for the colored, shifting rays of natural light. 
These walls also captured the complex, cinematic play of cast shadows from the olive and cypress trees, those spectral presences that animated 
the interior with their slender or gnarled silhouettes. The phenomenon is fascinating. It reflects the artist’s thinking, which integrated the play of 
natural sunlight that was reflected and projected from the surface of the swimming pool in which, by taking long, daily baths, he tried to forget the 
weight of gravity that his handicap impressed on him at every moment of the day. Today, anyone swimming there, immersing themselves as Hartung 
once did, can discover, through a clear cut in the roof subtly conceived by the artist, a highly pictorial view of the sky that brings to mind one 
of James Turrell’s Skyspaces, works that had yet to make their appearance when the studio was inaugurated in 1976. 
The building literally frames the sky, turning it into a changing monochrome, its composition altered by the formation and passing of clouds, 
or passing flocks of birds. The visitor/viewer may then reflect on the way this resonates with the paintings that the artist made in this setting. When 
Hartung was using the studio, in fact, it was extremely rare for him to hang a work on the immaculate walls within, no doubt because he wanted 
to give pride of place to the visions of nature subtly modified by the artifices of the framing windows and other apertures (once again, photography 
comes into play here).”5 
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