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‘After a Long Sleep, It Woke Up': What Is Driving
the Market Frenzy Around Late German Artist
Gilinther Férg

The German artist's prices are paaking.

Hanri Nessndorn, Hosember 1, 2008
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Around five years ago, 2 new plutocracy pouring money into art fusled the
rise of a8 new generation of abstract painters whe became known a8 the
"Zombie Formalisis.” Before too long, however, the number of largely
anodyne, process-driven paintings coming out of their studios—and the
price points for those rapidly multiplying works— grew aut of eantral, and
the market for them impleded.

At the same tima, demand for decorative, abstract paintings naver quite
evaporated. And in the years since the Zombia Formalist boom ended,
cellectors have begun to ook further back in history io seek security in the
waork of 2 more established generation of artizsts who explored the form.

This shift is perhaps best exemplified by the renewed interest in the late
German painter, sculptor, graphic designer, and photographer Glanther Forg,
whose majoer retrospective "A Fragile Beauty," arganized with Amsterdam's
Stedelijk Museum, opened |ast week at the Dallas Museum of Art (on view
through January 27).

What's Old Is New Again

Although Forg worked in a variaty of media, he is perhaps best known for
hia abstract paintings that toyed and tinkered with the notion of moderniam
in @ postmodern age. "The significance of Firg lies in his relation to
modernism,” says the curator Hripsimé Visser, who organized the recent
exhibition at the Stedelijk. "He is pointing to the underlying ideclagies and
premisas of modarniam in & way that has already been discussed and
guestioned thoroughly for some time now."



Installation view. Glnther Fdrg "A Fragile Beauty™ (2018) at 1he Stedelijk Mussum,
Ameterdam. Photo: Gert Jan van Rool], courtasy of the Stadalijk Museum, Amsterdam.

Fram higs early monochrome works in the 19708 [during which time he only
used gray and hlack) to his colorful dot works and photographs of Bauhaus
buildings, the artist was a relantless experimenter. He bacame bast known
for using metal— particularly lead—as his surface of choice for paintings.

Some bristle at any attempt to draw a line betwesan Farg's work and that of
the so-called "Zombie Formalists.” To be sure, the former has a longer
history and fellows in a more robust intelleciual tradition than the |atter. (The
New York Times once called Fdrg's paintings "obliquely grandinsa.”)

The curator and critic Mathieu Poirrier, for example, dismissed the demise of
the Zomhie Formalisis as "a correction of judgement and thus market
value." By contrast, he sees the generation of older artists that came before
them=—including Férg=—as "major inveniors of modern art that ware not
considerad bacause almost everyone forgat how relevant thay ara.” He

says Férg, in particular, “has been underrated for a few decades.”



Mow, however, that is changing. Collectors have grown weary of abstract
painting that constantly references Abstract Expressionism, which Poirrier
says has “hecome too abvious.” Instead, buyers are interasted in
reasseasing the generation of painters who came two generations after Ab
Ex and one generation afier Minimalism—artists who have sought 1o absorb
but reinvent their predecessors' traditions.

Gilnther Férg at the Dallas Museum aof Art (installation view). Photo: courtasy of the
DA,

Paul de Froment, the director of Firg's former Mew York gallery Almine
Rech, notes that the German figure “placed himself at the junction of a lot of
very interasting artists that are also rising in the market—although they are
at another level—like Clyfford Still, Barnaett Newman, or even [Donald] Judd,
with his interest in architecture, hard-edge painting, angles, and grids." In a
way, he argued, “Forg is more the contemporary heir of those artists. His
work is the continuatien of those people.”



The Numbers

Since Fiorg died of cancer in 20135 at the age of 61, prices dor hia wark have
risen steadily. Im 2018, his ourreni auclion record was set at Fhillips when
his gix-part painting Umditled (1 894) aold Tor §515.000 in New York. Hig bog
1B auotion prioes have all besn set in the past five yoars.

And row, according 19 the artned Price Databass, his auction prices hawe
reached a peak. The yaar is not yet over and Forg™s average sale price has
alraady Rit an all-tirme high of $72,052, Meanwhils, in 1k firel gix meathe af
2018, the artist's total sales at auction were up 31 peroent ower the
agquivalent paricd in 2077, Hig aall-thraugh cale alia moee ram B8 parcent in
the first six months of last year 10 B5 percent im the Tirst six manihs of this
vaar, while the rumber of (ot seld roee by 62 parcant,

By a slighfly less officlal measure, we 0an also see thai interest in Forg has
gromm canaiderably, Qwes the pasl 10 years, be had the sixth langeat
Increase in searohes on the artned Prioe Database of any arlist, meaning that
hia market is baing fracked much mare cloasly than it was a decade aga,
|The number of searohes rose from 783 in 2008 1o 2,625 in 20148.)



Giinther Firg -- All Works
Chart 4: Adjusted Average Sale Price and Mean Estimate (LIS5)
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Rebekah Bowling, a specialist at Phillips, says that the auction house's 2016
record prompted a surge of inguiries, particularly around spring 2017, from
collectors haping to buy Farg's wark privataly. "Gesmatric abstraction s
pretty enduring,” she explained. "The warks &re very easy to live with and
timeless... but they also look distinctively Forg because of his maierials and

process."

Owver the past year, she says, interest has climbed even higher thanks 1o the
current traveling retrospective and the news, announced in June, that
Hauser & Wirth wauld represant the artist's astate worldwide. The mega-
gallery, which ia planning its first exhibition devoted to the artist in the US in
2018, plans 1o commission new research about Firg and suppert the
publication of his catalogue raisonné,



In a staiement at the time, the artist’s widow and longlime assistant said
that since the artist's death, “we have been focused on establishing the
estate and now require a ditferent kind ot gallery reprasentation_”

Speaking to artnet News, Hauser & Wirth partner and vice president Marc
Fayot daseribed Farg as "a very important artist whe is undervalued in
cemparison to other artista and painters,” He added that the gallery plans to
take advantage of its global reach by contextualizing his work around the
world, including in Asia and the US, whera he is [esser known than in
Europe.

The gallery will present a large survey exhibition across two floors of its
22nd Strest spaca in New York in the new year. Meanwhile, it will stage

a "more didactic” exhibition in Hong Kong, taking & aimilar promational
strategy to the one it adopted for the Phillip Guston estate in the region.
*The patential in Asia for Farg and the undarstanding far his work thers is
really big,” Payot said.

The Most Sought-After Works

Although Firg worked extensively in photography and sculpture (even
abandoning painting entirely for a spell in the early "80s], his paintings on
lzad remain the most commercially successful part of his oeuvra. "l think
everybody wants a little of that lead visible, be it a Barnatt MNewman-like
stripe or a little bit of brushiness where you can see the lead coming
though,” Bowling said. “*Pecple want it to look |like a Forg,” she added, "and
thosa ars the ones that ook like Forg in peopla’s minds.®
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Ginther Forg's 815,000 record-setting work Untitled (1934], Photo: courtesy of
Phillips.

& |look at artnet’s Price Database supports Bowling's claim. His
manachromatic warks and colorful multi-paneled works on lead command
the highest prices. Among his 10 best-selling works at auction, six are
monachromatic paintings, and four are colorful multi-paneled paintings. At
Christie’s London in early Octaber, his meditative gray and arange work on
lzad from 1999 sold during a day aale for £452,750 ($593,303), tripling

its £150,000 high estimate and becoming his tenth-highest price at auction.

There is strangth in the middle and lower segments of his market as well,
particularly for his acrylic on lead works. All seven works offered at the fall
auctions in Londan {including the gray and arange wark) met or
outperformed their estimates, which ranged from £30,000 to £300,000.
Similarly buoyant performances took place earlier this year: In June, a four-
pane| pastel and aluminum painting sold at Christie's Paris for more than
$100,059, sutperforming its high estimate by 183 percent.



In Mew York next menth, Sotheby's will offer the artist’s Untitlea (1930) |est.
$250,000-350,000) in its contemporary day gale. while Phillips has the
artist's diptych Farben (2000} (ast. $20,000-30,000) in its day sale and a
pastel-on-paper in its enline-enly “Unbound” awection.




All Boats Rise With a Rising Tide

Some say the mercurial rise in Forg’s market has less to do with the artist
himself and more to do with the market at large, which has expanded and
developed an infatuation with overlooked estates over the past five years.

“The market loves estates of good artists with a ton of available material,”
art advisor Wendy Cromwell said. "The period between 2013 and the present
has been one of unprecedented growth in the art market. There is so much
demand and so little inventory. That is why his work became so widely
known all of a sudden—after a long sleep, it woke up.”

Even though European audiences may be familiar with the German post-
modernist’s work, the advisor contends that he remains underexposed in
America—not to mention Asia and further afield. But with the Dallas show
underway and Hauser & Wirth's shows in the works for 2019, a proper
contextualization of his broad oeuvre could take him to the next level in the
international market.

“A well-curated [museum] show, when it's good, typically does stimulate
growth in the market and | do anticipate that,” Cromwell said.



