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Interview with Martin Friedman

On Friday, February 19, 2016, Emily Larson and Alexander Jarolim of the Craig F. Starr Gallery
sat down with Martin Friedman, former director of the Walker Arts Center, Minneapolis.They are
seated around a table to speak about Chuck Close. There is a fourth chair, occupied by a fingerprint
drawing in Friedman’s collection, Close’s Self-Portrait, 1980 (fig. 3).

Emily Larson: This is just really off the cuff…
Martin Friedman: Off the cuff would be the best.
EL: Okay, to start, would you like to tell us about your first encounter with Chuck?
MF: I was introduced to him in 1968 or 1969 by another artist, Bob Israel. He took me to
Chuck’s studio and I remember very vividly walking up the stairs of this studio, and there was
a glowering figure with a lot of messy hair. That’s what he looked like. He had a hostile look,
a kind of “What are you doing here?” expression, and that look is caught exactly in that
photograph with the cigarette. So there we are, with Chuck, in front of the painting Big SelfPortrait. His realistic style went against the grain of abstract expressionism, but there was something compelling about it. At the time, realism was in low repute. But along came Chuck with
a defiant expression that said, “I’ll paint realistically if I feel like it.”
I remember all too well, December 1988, when he was suddenly paralyzed and barely able to
move. It was just horrible. He apparently had an attack. I think he was just coming out of an
awards ceremony at Gracie Mansion, and the next thing you know he had this pinched nerve
and it was a touch-and-go situation, was he going to live or not, you know. And I remember
the incredible courage he had to beat the disease. I mean, he was determined that he was
going to live. He was right. He made it. Other artists responded to his courage, and pretty
soon he had a following among them. He was in a sense first to do all kinds of things, because
he figured he could turn it around. I think the so-called photorealism movement, or whatever
it is, owes everything to him.
I was always fascinated by the way Chuck posed his subjects for the photographs that he made
in the studio. I knew all the artists he painted. I knew them all, but eventually he said something to me that I thought was fascinating. He said that it was easier to paint from a photograph than to have the model seated before him. In fact, he said that if he saw me on the street
Chuck Close, Big Self-Portrait, 1967-68, acrylic on canvas, 1071⁄2 x 83 1⁄2 inches. Collection Walker Art Center,
Minneapolis, Art Center Acquisition Fund, 1969 [#1969.16]. Photograph courtesy the artist and Pace Gallery.

AJ: Can you tell us a bit about your history with Chuck at the Walker?
MF: When I brought the Big Self-Portrait to the acquisition-committee board there was a
murmur. Why would I propose such a thing after having made such a case for abstract expressionism? This was the very opposite of what I had previously proposed for the collection. I had
it prominently displayed at the museum, and I must say that people looked at me peculiarly.
Why did I? Why would I be doing this? And I said I really don’t know, but I’m just so attracted
to it.You have to trust me. So suddenly it had an effect on the collection, and a lot of other
people, and pretty soon other museums began copying. Everybody was a friend to Chuck.

Chuck Close, Big Nude, 1967, acrylic on gessoed canvas, 117 x 2531⁄2 inches. Collection Jon Shirley.
Photograph by Ellen Page Wilson, courtesy Pace Gallery.

he wouldn’t recognize me. He has a very limited visual memory, and he depends on photographs, so that’s how he got into this.
I remember one of his first paintings that was a relentlessly realistic black-and white image he
called the Big Nude. It was so huge it looked like a billboard. He certainly did the model no
favors. There she was, the stretch marks and everything. I wondered if she had any idea when
he took the photograph what he was going to do with it, because, I mean, this was a cause for
a lawsuit in my opinion. [Laughter ]
EL: Of course, the early paintings are all highly realistic and reveal every mark on the face or
the body, as in the case of the Big Nude, but I’m also thinking particularly of the fingerprints
and the painting Fanny.
MF: Well, the fingerprints… There was this astonishing touch. I guess the only word is touch.
He knew exactly how much pressure to put down. How he came upon the ink-pad thing,
I’m not quite sure, and how he knew exactly, exactly… I mean too much pressure and it
would have been too dark, not enough… He had really a touch, which is what makes the
thing all the sadder, that it’s so hard for him. He was brave beyond belief: everything, including
a special kind of wrist adaptor for eating. He invented a kind of wheelchair, he and whoever
made it for him, when he became a little more affluent and so forth. But… You better go
ahead, because I tend to talk too much.

And then I finally caught onto the grid thing – I finally began looking. It took me a long time
to figure that out, that he took things… He broke it up very systematically, and that each area
was a painting in itself. And then later in his other work it became kind of colorful… I’m not
sure what I think of that… but each area was a painting in itself. Each unit of color on the
grid contained its own painting. Quite a remarkable persistence. He never thought of his
work as art.
EL: Really?
MF: He never called it that. He said, “I think of them as my products. I just turn them out
like an automobile company might turn out its latest.”
With the color, dot paintings of the 1980s, there were paintings within paintings, within paintings… and the marks. In a way, I think those were the high points of his career. That breakthrough of the grid and the other things that have come along from it, more popular and so
forth. He still remains a special figure.
EL: Absolutely. What’s the story behind your having this portrait? You have a fingerprint selfportrait here, and it is the same image as the Walker’s painting.
MF: Again, I always felt that with Chuck it didn’t matter what materials he was working with.
I thought that you could give him seashells or something, and it would come out the way he
wanted it. He never tried to flatter, and people would often beg him to do their portraits.
I think, everything was his choice as to whom he picked as a subject.
He used an old-fashioned view camera. He would take photographs. I remember this, we
would go to the studio, and he’d sit there with an old-fashioned camera. It was not a small
handheld camera. It was old-fashioned, on the tripod. He would spend a lot of time getting
the light just right. The results were lined up, tacked to a wall, and then he’d look them over

scrupulously before deciding on which one to keep. He wouldn’t necessarily immediately
jump into a project. He might just put it away. He would go back to photographs that he
made of certain people, for example Phil Glass, and he would go back to it years later and he
would paint it not as Phil looked now but always from the photograph. So consequently what
he did was he eliminated time, which is an interesting thing to think about.
Somewhere I have a photograph of a photo he made of me. In fact, it’s the end paper of my
book on Chuck and I thought, when is it going to be a portrait? Never. He just stuck it away.
He made a photograph of me, but nothing happened. I mean, there it was, but he didn’t pick
me. I think that’s interesting, who he picks and who he doesn’t. I mean… he would say, “I go
to the same old well.” It’s signed as a Chuck Close, so I guess it’s a work of art, but it’s not the
one I really wanted.
EL: You said you knew some of the artists…
MF: I do. I would say the key people were Richard Serra and Joe Zucker, and frankly that
was his best period. The early work was his best period.
AJ: Is there anything in particular about the fingerprints? You mentioned the realism of the
Big Nude and the importance of the grid and process…
MF: I was amused that he used a technique of fingerprints that one normally associated with
booking a criminal. I’m more interested in his technique, frankly speaking, than the subjects.
I mean, I know them well enough. I sometimes wondered what was the connection between
him and some of these people, because it didn’t make sense to me.
EL: Right, but I don’t think it’s so much about the person…
MF: Well… When you think about it, I really think he could just paint and not even know
what he’s painting, just so the process is there. Above all, it’s the grid.
AJ: But the interesting thing, it’s with the fingerprints that he starts to leave the grid.
Where the orientation…
MF: No, well… oh yeah, is there a grid on there?
AJ: No.
EL: In the early fingerprint drawings the grid is part of the image, but then in the majority of
the later works, everything past 1979, the image is more free-form. Of course, he uses the grid
and the photograph to make the work, but you don’t see the grid in the image.

AJ: The orientation of the finger changes depending
on if he’s trying to do a lock of hair or if he is doing
something with the eye. I feel there is more freedom,
not only is it more personal, because of the touch…
MF: Well, what I like is also that all the blurs come
in from the photograph. If you look carefully, even at
the earliest things, if the photograph has a blur, then
the painting has a blur. And with the grid, he will
spend as much time on this part of the glasses as the
nose or the whole face.
EL: Right.
AJ: They’re definitely labor intensive. I think most
people don’t realize this immediately. They almost
take the photographic image for granted.
MF: You would think he would get tired. I guess
when he gets tired he stops. The studio has something that I thought was so fascinating. He put a
slot in the studio floor, so that somebody down
below could send a picture up. And he would work
on whatever part was not finished. Maybe the whole
thing wasn’t up there. [Laughs.] I mean, the methodology is to me the most interesting thing about the
paintings. I think in his case method was art.
*

*

Chuck Close, Self-Portrait Maquette, 1968,
photograph, pen and ink, pencil, masking
tape, acrylic, wash and blue plastic strips on
cardboard, 185⁄8 x 133⁄8 inches.
Museum of Modern Art, New York.
Gift of Norman Dubrow.

*

Martin Friedman was the director of the Walker Art Center from 1961 to 1990. He built a major
collection of paintings and sculptures and created the world renowned Minneapolis Sculpture Garden
adjacent to the museum. Since retiring from the Walker, Friedman has lived in New York and served
as guest curator and advisor for a number of art museums. His book, Close Readings: Chuck Close
and the Artist Portrait, was published by Harry N. Abrams, Incorporated, New York in 2005.
Emily Larson and Alexander Jarolim are directors of the Craig F. Starr Gallery, New York.

P L AT E S

1. Phil/Fingerprint, 1978

2. Phil, 1980

3. Self-Portrait, 1980

4. Frank, 1980

5. Mark/Progression, 1983

6. Mark/Fingerprint, 1983

7. Klaus, 1980

8. Robert, 1980

9. John/Fingerprint, 1983

10. Marta/Fingerprint, 1986

11. Emily/Fingerprint, 1986

12. Georgia/Fingerpainting, 1986

CHECKLIST

1, opposite. Phil/Fingerprint, 1978

7. Klaus, 1980

Stamp-pad ink and pencil on paper

Stamp-pad ink on paper

30 x 221⁄2 inches

153⁄4 x 111⁄2 inches

Private collection, New York

Private collection

2. Phil, 1980

8. Robert, 1980

Stamp-pad ink on paper.

Stamp-pad ink on paper

153⁄4 x 111⁄2 inches

153⁄4 x 111⁄2 inches

Private collection

Courtesy Milly and Arne Glimcher

3. Self-Portrait, 1980

9, pages 2-3. John/Fingerprint, 1983

Stamp-pad ink on paper

Colored litho ink on paper

153⁄4 x 111⁄2 inches

48 x 38 inches

Private collection

Private collection

4. Frank, 1980

10. Marta/Fingerprint, 1986

Stamp-pad ink on paper

Oil-based ink on Mylar

423⁄4 x 301⁄4 inches

58 x 42 inches

Courtesy the artist

Collection of Lisa and Steven Tananbaum

5, page 38. Mark/Progression, 1983

11, page 10. Emily/Fingerprint, 1986

Colored litho ink on paper

Oil-based ink on Mylar

30 x 80 inches

47 x 381⁄4 inches

Courtesy of Milly and Arne Glimcher

Private collection

6. Mark/Fingerprint, 1983

12, pages 36-37. Georgia/Fingerpainting, 1986

Colored litho ink on paper

White oil-based ink and acrylic on canvas

30 x 223⁄8 inches

481⁄4 x 381⁄8 inches

Collection of Lisa and Steven Tananbaum

Private collection
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