Serpentine Gallery

Teachers’ Notes

Blinky Palermo

26 March – 18 May 2003
INTRODUCTION & CONTENTS

Teachers’ Notes are designed to support teachers in the planning, execution and following up of a visit to the Serpentine Gallery.  These notes are designed for teachers of all age groups, with specific suggestions for related activities with pupils of Key Stages 1 & 2 and 3 & 4.  Please read these notes as a source of ideas from which suggestions for practical work and discussion can be taken and adapted where necessary.  These notes are not intended to be read as a definitive document or to serve as a prescription of work to be followed, but rather as a collection of thoughts to inspire and inform. 

Contents are as follows:  

Background information

Notes are designed to provide teachers with a knowledge on which to build. A 273-page, full colour exhibition catalogue documenting the work of Blinky Palermo is available to buy at the Gallery. Please enquire at the lobby desk.
Questions and points for discussion

Suggested talking points for discussion at the Serpentine Gallery or in the classroom.

Classroom activities

Practical activities to take place at school as preparation, or as follow-up work relating to the Blinky Palermo exhibition.

Curriculum Map

A table referencing suggested activities to National Curriculum 2000 and QCA Schemes of Work for Art & Design.

Articles of interest & suggestions for further reading

Bibliography of related reading.

PLANNING A VISIT TO THE SERPENTINE GALLERY

TRANSPORT

Car

Parking is available close to the Gallery

(£1.50 per hour)

Tube

South Kensington, Knightsbridge, Lancaster Gate

Bus

9, 10, 19, 12, 52, 94

CONTACT DETAILS

Anna Linch, Education Co-ordinator

Serpentine Gallery

Kensington Gardens

London W2 3XA

T: 020 7298 1516

F: 020 7402 4103

E: anna@serpentinegallery.org
EDUCATION PROGRAMME

Gallery Talks

Saturdays 3pm

Artists, writers and critics give public talks at 3pm every Saturday, with one talk every exhibition accompanied by a British Sign Language Interpreter.

Workshops for Schools

Artist-led workshops for primary and secondary groups incorporating a discussion about the Blinky Palermo exhibition and a practical activity with artists Anna Boggon and Stephen White.




Education Private View

Tuesday 1 April 4.30 - 6pm

An evening invitation to view the exhibition with the opportunity of discussion with the education team. Sally Tallant, Head of Education Programming will give a talk about the exhibition at 5pm.

Entrance to the Serpentine Gallery is free of charge.

All education events are free of charge.

EVENTS LINKED TO BLINKY PALERMO

GALLERY TALKS

Serpentine Gallery, Saturdays 3pm.  Admission free.

Artists, critics, writers, gallerists and academics provide visitors with an informal introduction to the Blinky Palermo exhibition.

29 March

David Rhodes, artist

5 April

Lisa Le Feuvre, writer and curator (BSL interpreted)

12 April

Keith Wilson, artist

19 April

Mark Godfrey, writer and curator

26 April

Barry Schwabsky, writer

3 May


Helen Robertson, artist

10 May

DJ Simpson, artist

17 May

Lisa Panting, curator

SPECIAL EVENTS

Blinky Palermo Symposium

Saturday 29 March

10am – 4pm

£10 (£6 concs.)

Goethe Institut, 50 Princes Gate, Exhibition Road, London SW7

This symposium brings together an international panel of Blinky Palermo scholars, who will discuss both his historical importance and his influence.

Chair: Peter Osborne.

Speakers: Germano Celant, Gloria Moure, Anne Rorimer, Dr. Bernhart Schwenk

BLINKY PALERMO: AN INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND TO THE ARTIST & EXHIBITION

Blinky Palermo was born in Leipzig, former East Germany on 2 June 1943 as Peter Schwarze.  In 1964, he started to use the pseudonym Blinky Palermo, the name of the Mafioso promoter of the 1960s boxing legend Sonny Liston, whom his tutor, Beuys, once commented he resembled whilst wearing a certain hat. During his fifteen-year career Palermo created a body of work that is at the forefront of post-World War II European Art. Fundamentally a painter, his legacy to art is his experimentation with the traditional characteristics of painting, extending the format from two-dimensional rectangular space to three-dimensional architectural environments. He was preoccupied with the central problems of Modernism - he attached utmost importance to the role of colour in art, especially to the part which colour plays in the process of abstraction.

Blinky Palermo trained to be an artist at the Kunst Academie Düsseldorf, where he studied under Bruno Goller from 1962 and Joseph Beuys from 1964 until he finished his studies in 1967. Fellow students included Gerhard Richter and Sigmar Polke, also under Beuys at a radical time in Düsseldorf and at the cross-roads of change in Western European Art. At the Kunst Academie, there was absolute freedom as far as techniques, materials, range of topics, disciplines and objevctives were concerned. The only thing demanded of Beuys’ students was authenticity. Beuys asked in his famous question to Palermo, “Can’t you see differently?”

During his career Palermo maintained studios in Düsseldorf and Mönchengladbach. From 1973-77, he was based in New York. On 17 February 1977 Palermo died suddenly in a diving accident whilst in holiday in the Maldives. This exhibition contains approximately 100 works by the artist, selected from across his short career from 1964 to 1977. Curated by Gloria Moure, this exhibition has been conceived by the Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona and is co-produced with the Serpentine Gallery. This is the first UK retrospective of Palermo’s work, which due its fragile nature, rarely travels. It is once-in-a-lifetime-experience to see these works together due to the customary reluctance of collectors to lend them – materials used by Palermo, such as fabric and paper are becoming more delicate with time.

BLINKY PALERMO: AN INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND TO THE ARTIST & EXHIBITION

Palermo’s career can be broken into the four main periods during which he made different types of work. For the purposes of these notes, two pieces have been chosen to represent each of the four ‘types’ for questions and points for discussion. These notes will take each of the following ‘types’ in turn for discussion:

Objects (1964-1974) 

Irregularly shaped painted supports and canvases often making use of ‘found’ materials.

Stoffbilder or Fabric/Textile Paintings (1966-1972) 

Horizontal bands of coloured fabric sewn together and supported on a stretcher.

Wall Drawings and Paintings (1968-1977) 

Documentary/preparatory materials relating to temporary, site-specific works executed directly onto walls of galleries and private homes.

Metallbilder or Metal Paintings (1974 – 1977) 

Paintings on steel and aluminium.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Objects

Palermo’s ‘objects’ can be described as wall sculptures/lean to structures, but in the context of this exhibition, we must not loose sight of the fact that these are paintings. Wooden battens and planks are transformed into alternative canvases – Palermo covered found objects with linen or cotton canvas, giving them a second skin before painting on them. The shape and size of the objects found and used as a base for his painting became limiting factors for Palermo – he created alternative frames within which to work. The objects have less to do with sculpture than painting because of their relationship with the wall of the Gallery. Sometimes leaning against a wall, other times hung on the wall, the object still relates to the wall and hence underlines its characteristic properties as a painting. Where the ‘objects’ challenge painting is in the depth that Palermo gives to his coloured shapes, in the irregular ‘frame’ within which he works – pieces of found flat wood are arranged on the wall in 

“I” and “T” shapes. The negative spaces, the areas of wall around and between Palermo’s objects become as important as the objects themselves in his experimentation with the extension of painting into 3-dimensions.

QUESTIONS & POINTS FOR DISCUSSION: Objects

Blaue Scheibe und Stab, Blue disc and stick, 1968


Ohne Titel (für Kristin), Untitled (for Kristin), 1973

Compare and contrast the 2 pieces, which can be seen simultaneously from one point in the Gallery. 

What materials have been used – for the ground as well as for the application of colour? Discuss ‘found’ objects. 

Encourage close looking – where paint is clearly visible over the wooden surface of Untitled for Kristin, the base of Blue disc and stick has been wrapped and totally covered in blue tape. 

Discuss Palermo’s alternative use of materials to create blocks of colour – sometimes ‘painting’ without paint.

Think about the position of both works within the Gallery, particularly their relationship with the walls. Notice how Blue disc and stick leans against the wall on the floor, whilst Untitled (for Kristin) hangs on a wall.

How does this choice of position affect our ideas for categorising the ‘objects’? Talk about sculptures typically being free-standing and paintings traditionally hanging flat against a wall. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Stoffbilder or Fabric/Textile Paintings

At first glance, or in reproductions, the Stoffbilder look like many other 1960s abstractions, seemingly involving broad bands of painted colour. On closer inspection, the viewer sees that the bands of colour do not involve paint at all, but are strips of dyed cotton cloth. To make the Stoffbilder, Palermo went to a department store and ordered bolts of materials in standard, but different widths and in solid colours. The pre-determined size of these ready-made materials in turn determined the size of the ‘paintings’, adding an element of chance outside of the artist’s control. By using industrially dyed fabrics, Palermo achieved a purity, evenness and intensity of colour that would be hard to achieve in paint. Two or three strips are sewn together to create the Stoffbilder, wrapped over and around a stretcher so that a body of colour can unfold from the entire surface of the work without the restrictions of a frame. In his first experiments with fabric, Palermo used various combinations of material, e.g. cotton, satin, taffeta, linen, which he combined in vertical arrangements to draw attention to the contrasting fabrics used. All but one of these earlier works has been destroyed. What remains for exhibition here is later, uniform cotton fabrics arranged horizontally. Whilst some say that the Stoffbilder reduce art to pure colour, shape and texture, others say that Palermo was happy for these works to be read as landscapes, with the join or seam between each band of colour representing a horizon line, creating a picture of sky, sea and land

QUESTIONS & POINTS FOR DISCUSSION: Stoffbilder

Leisesprecher II, Speaker in a low voice II, 1969


Ohne Titel, Untitled, 1969

Talk about other artists who were making abstract colour studies in paint, such as Kelly, Rothko, and Marden.

Discuss the use of fabric to add colour to a work of art. How can these be called fabric paintings if they do not use paint? How has Palermo ‘painted’ with fabric? Discuss the use of a stretcher – the fabric becomes the canvas.

Does Untitled, 1969  remind you of anything. Discuss the idea of bands of colour representing a landscape. What does each strip of colour represent? Where would this landscape be?

Look at Leiseprecher II as an experiment in the interplay of 2 and 3-dimensional form. Discuss the apparent difference in colour between the two – both sections of the piece are made form the same colour fabric, but one is stretched over a frame, giving at more depth, whilst the other is pinned freely to the wall, rippling like a flag.  

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Wall Drawings and Paintings

Towards the end of 1968, Palermo began working directly onto the wall, producing wall drawings and paintings that related directly to the architecture in which they were located that have now all been destroyed. What remains as evidence of these works are preparatory materials such as sketches and drawings and documentary photographs taken by Palermo to record his work. A number of vitrines and framed wall pieces in this exhibition display a selection of markers of lost projects, planned to be temporary and site specific. As a result it is impossible to re-stage or accurately imagine these original works as they were created for the purpose of a specific physical experience – the viewer’s interaction of the wall drawings and paintings within the environments they were made for was crucial. These works became not something to be viewed, but something to be surrounded by. His works ‘in-situ’ drew the viewers’ attention to architectural peculiarities of an existing space, changing perceptions of the environment and the viewer’s place in it. The possibility of changing the viewer’s perception of a room’s architecture through the use of colour and/or creating new systems of special reference through the addition of drawn or painted elements was a revolutionary idea at the time (1966-1972). 

QUESTIONS & POINTS FOR DISCUSSION: Wall Drawings and Paintings

Zu Wandmalerei im Kunstverein Hamburg, About the mural painting at the Hamburg Art Society, 1973

Zu Wandermalerie Trappenhaus Documenta 5, Kassel, About the mural painting on the stairs, Documenta 5, 1972

What is a wall drawing or wall painting? (Watch the video of Palermo working in the lobby of the Serpentine Gallery). Talk about other artists who have worked directly onto the all of a room – Daniel Buren, Sol Witt, Wassily Kandinsky. Talk about the temporality of these works designed for a specific place at a specific time.

Look at Zu Wandermalerei im Kunstverein Hamburg, 1973 as an example of documentation of a wall painting. Can you work out how the series of photographs relate to one another? Images include the work in-situ, a plan showing the arrangement of the free-standing walls worked upon, an example of the colour the walls were painted and an example of the line ‘drawn’ around the free-standing walls.  Look at the documentation of the mural painting on the stairs at Documenta 5, Kassel. Here, Palermo has used an existing wall on the landing of staircase on which to paint a bright orange colour. Think about how the existing architecture of the stairwell would have interacted with the orange wall, breaking the rectangle up into irregular polygons from different angels. There was no possibility of seeing this work at a distance – rather the viewer is forced into close proximity.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Metallbilder or Metal Paintings

Palermo’s first metal pictures were created in Düsseldorf, but it was not until he moved to New York that they became the focal point of his practice. Painting directly onto panels of steel and aluminium, the metal paintings allowed Palermo to continue his experimentation with combining form and colour. Using three and four colour combinations, Palermo created works in series, with specific instructions as to how they should be arranged in relation to one another. For example, in Untitled, 1975, the distance between the individual panels corresponds exactly to the side length of the coloured squares, at 21cm. The Metallbilder seem less precious than some of Palermo’s other ‘types’ of work, as his hand is clearly present – paint is allowed to drip from one area to another, the distinction between materials used is made quite clear. Palermo discussed his methodology for Metallbilder in the catalogue of the XIIIth Sao Paulo Biennial: “The aluminium panels are first given a priming of white and then painted with acrylic paint. I often paint several different colours on top of one another, as the original concept inevitably changes in the course of the painting process. The finished work usually consists of a sequence of colours or tones which I was unable to invent or envisage when I started it.”

QUESTIONS & POINTS FOR DISCUSSION: Metallbilder or Metal Paintings

Untitled, 1975

Untitled, 1973
Look closely at Untitled, 1975. What materials have been used and how? (Metal, coloured paper, paint). Discuss Palermo’s alternative use of found materials to add colour to his work. Here, metal has been used as a ‘base’ on which to add colour in the form of paint or paper.

Think about how these bands of colour relate to the fabric paintings. How is the picture plane divided differently? How are the colours arranged in comparison to the Stoffbilder? 

Does anyone see these as landscapes? Again, as with the fabric paintings, the meeting point of two colours could be seen as a horizon line.

Discuss the term mixed-media – the combining of different, sometimes alternative, materials within an artwork.

QUESTIONS & POINTS FOR DISCUSSION: General

Questions to bear in mind throughout a visit to the exhibition, relevant to all of Palermo’s works:

What is painting? 

Think about our preconceptions of what a painting is. Ideas may include: Putting paint on a flat surface, an object that hangs on the wall, an object in a frame, an object with a face that can be viewed from a distance.

What repeated motifs can be found?

Think about the flow of ideas around the Gallery – how have links been made between rooms? What geometric shapes can be seen throughout? Look out for triangles, circles, “T”-shapes and squares.

How do the works relate to the Gallery space?

Think about the arrangement of the work in the exhibition – curator, Gloria Moure, has decided where to place each of Palermo’s works in this exhibition, based on photographs of exhibitions that Palermo arranged before his death. Notice the white spaces of the wall between and around works of art. Look at the positioning of certain works against the existing architecture of the Gallery, e.g. triangles above doorways. How is the viewer’s eye drawn towards the environment the works are placed in?

How was Palermo revolutionary in his experimentation with materials at the time?

Although the works in this exhibition may not seem radical now, think about the age of the pieces – now mostly over 30 years of age and how they would have been received at the time of their production. Discuss the context of the time, where rules were beginning to be broken and expectations broadened by experimentation with material and colour, object and surface, form and space. Palermo was working alongside artists who we now think of as belonging to American Abstract Expressionism and Minimalism. By pushing the boundaries of painting, Palermo was treading new ground.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

COLOUR

Cross-curricular link: Science

Experiment with colour in a series of colour mixing exercises using paint:

Make a colour wheel showing primary, secondary and complimentary colours.

Using blocks of colour, experiment with placing complimentary colours against one another, e.g. paint a yellow square within a purple square and vice-versa or make a series of chequered patterns using alternate colours of orange and blue, or red and green. Mix complimentary colours to make grey – how many different greys can be made?

Experiment with different materials as a means of adding colour:

Extend the above exercise, finding different materials to match the colours originally mixed in paint. Re-create the exercises using coloured paper, coloured electrical tape, coloured fabrics, found objects…

ABSTRACTION

Cross-curricular link: Mathematics

Experiment with basic geometric shapes to create abstract marks on a 2D field:

Make a series of different compositions using the same cut-out starting points, e.g. a piece of paper 20cm x 20cm, a circle 5 cm in diameter, a line 1cm wide and 15 cm long, a rectangle 4cm x 7cm. Arrange the elements in ever varying compositions on the paper. Experiment with different colours.

Make a group abstract composition:

As a variation on the above, the whole class could work on one ‘painting’, adding found materials (natural and man-made) and cut-out shapes from coloured card onto a shared ground made by wrapping a large table top in coloured fabric. Take it in turns to add elements to the compositional whole in small teams. Discuss ways of balancing the composition and altering the position of objects in relation to one another. Make a series of drawings or paintings from the composition or document it with a camera or video camera.

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

OBJECTS

Cross-curricular links: Design & Technology, Science

Use found materials as a means of experimenting with colour, texture, form and shape:

Collect natural and man-made objects and make 2 different compositions, by arranging each set on a 2D plane, e.g. a table or floor. Arrange the found objects in different ways, e.g. colour, size, shape, material. Look at the work of Andy Goldsworthy and Tony Cragg as artists using found materials to create sculpture, Goldsworthy used natural objects, e.g. autumnal leaves and Cragg using man-made objects, e.g. plastic toys, glass bottles.

Extend and adapt the above activity, moving off the 2-D plane into 3-D:

In small groups create sculptural objects using found materials. Think about size and shape. Arrange the finished objects in the hall or classroom, considering the architectural features of the room and the relationship between each object. Experiment with the presentation of the objects and document each arrangement with a camera.

FABRIC/TEXTILE PAINTINGS

Cross-curricular link: Design and Technology, Science

Use sheets of coloured fabric to transform spaces and objects:

Experiment with the hanging of materials within a given space, e.g. the playground or the hall. Use the existing architecture and furniture as a base on which to work – wrap objects in swathes of colour, pin coloured strips to the wall. Document the temporary installation with a camera.

Create small 2-D compositions using strips of fabric over a card base:

As a staring point, look at images of landscapes involving horizon lines – e.g. images from travel magazines, holiday photos. Using a chosen landscape as inspiration, create a three-part composition in fabric. Using a card base as a stretcher, arrange 3 bands or colour over and around the card. Try to match found colours with the original colours in the chosen landscape and combine the bands of colour neatly. 

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

WALL DRAWINGS AND PAINTINGS

Cross-curricular link: Design and Technology

Use the architecture of the school as a starting point for abstracting lines in the built environment:

Take a view-finder out around the school buildings. Make a series of drawings selecting elements of the building that make for interesting abstract compositions, e.g. a section of chimney and roof, the corner of a stairwell, the view through a window pane. Using a limited pallet, e.g. shades of blue, translate these drawings into a series of small paintings.

Plan a series of architectural interventions in the form of wall drawings and paintings around the school:

In small teams, the whole class could create proposals for site-specific wall drawings or paintings around the school. Each team could choose a room, wall or area to transform through the simple addition of a colour or line and then make a series of documentary pieces to explain their idea. Plans, sketches, colour swatches and photographs could be created by hand and digitally and presented to the school.

METAL PAINTINGS

Cross-curricular links: Design and Technology, Science

Experiment with different surfaces as a base on which to paint:

Using a collection of small samples of different materials, such as plastic, fabric, tin foil, material, paper, card, glass, examine the different properties of paint on these surfaces. Play around with texture, adding many layers of paint to one surface, or using a rough surface as a starting point – e.g. wood, textured wall paper, sand paper.

Create a series of small abstract paintings, using layers of materials: 

Taking Untitled, 1975 as a starting point, make a number of small, square paintings, building colour and texture through the layering of mixed-media – use knowledge from the experimental exercise above to choose suitable materials to combine in each composition. Consider a fixed arrangement of these pieces to create a series.

CURRICULUM MAP

QCA Schemes of Work relevant to all activities: Visiting a museum, gallery or site (Key Stages 1,2 & 3)

Cross-curricular opportunities: Science (Materials and their properties), Mathematics (Shape, Space and Measures), Design and Technology

PALERMO REFERENCE
ACTIVITY
CROSS CURRICULAR REFERENCES
NATIONAL CURRICULUM REFERENCE – ART & DESIGN
RELATED UNIT – QCA SCHEMES OF WORK FOR ART & DESIGN

General
Colour
Science: Sc3 

KS1: 1a, b, c, d

KS2: 1a

Design and Technology

KS1: 2b, c, d, e, 5c

KS2: 2c, d, e, 5c
KS1 & 2: 4a, 5c

KS3: 2b


1B 

Investigating materials



General
Abstraction
Maths: Ma3

KS1: 1d, e, 2a, b, c, 3a

KS2: 2b, c, d, 3a
KS1 & 2: 4a, 5c

KS3: 2b


1B 

Investigating materials



CURRICULUM MAP

PALERMO REFERENCE
ACTIVITY
CROSS CURRICULAR REFERENCES
NATIONAL CURRICULUM REFERENCE – ART & DESIGN
RELATED UNIT – QCA SCHEMES OF WORK FOR ART & DESIGN

Objects
Objects
Science: Sc3 

KS1: 1a, b, c, d

KS2: 1a

Design and Technology

KS1: 2b, c, d, e, 5c

KS2: 2c, d, e, 5c

KS3: 2b, c


KS1 & 2: 2a, b, 4a, b

5b, c

KS3:

2a, b, 4a, 5a, b, c


1B 

Investigating materials

2B Mother Nature, designer



Fabric/Textile Paintings
Fabric/Textile Paintings
Science: Sc3 

KS1: 1a, b, c, d

KS2: 1a

Design and Technology

KS1: 2b, c, d, e, 5c

KS2: 2c, d, e, 5c

KS3: 2b, c


KS1 & 2: 2a, b, 4a, 5b, c

KS3: 2a, b, 4a, 5b


1B 

Investigating materials

5C

Talking textiles

7C

Recreating landscapes 



CURRICULUM MAP

PALERMO REFERENCE
ACTIVITY
CROSS CURRICULAR REFERENCES
NATIONAL CURRICULUM REFERENCE – ART & DESIGN
RELATED UNIT – QCA SCHEMES OF WORK FOR ART & DESIGN

Wall Drawings and Paintings
Wall Drawings and Paintings
Design and Technology

KS1: 1e

KS2: 1b, c, d

KS3: 1d, e, f, g, h

KS4: 1g


KS1:1a, b, 5a, b, c

KS2: 1a, b, c, 5a, b, c

KS3:1a, b, c, 5a, b, c


2C

Can buildings speak?

7B

What’s in a building?



Metal Paintings
Metal Paintings
Science: Sc3 

KS1: 1a, b, c, d

KS2: 1a

Design and Technology

KS1: 2b, c, d, e, 5c

KS2: 2c, d, e, 5c
KS1 & 2: 4a, 5c

KS3: 2b


1B 

Investigating materials



ARTICLES OF INTEREST AND SUGGSTIONS FOR FURTHER READING
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