
Frank Stella
The waves & Had Gadya

Baronian is delighted to host an exhibition of the works of Frank Stella dedicated to the 
1980s, a critical period in the artist’s production, during which he created two series of 
works: The Waves and illustrations after El Lissitzky’s Had Gadya. 

Frank Stella spent two years creating twelve etchings for the series Had Gadya, which 
emerged from his visit to the Tel Aviv Museum in Israel in 1981. During a tour of the 
collection, he was shown one of the Museum’s most recent acquisitions, a set of eleven 
gouaches by the Russian avant-garde artist El Lissitzky (1890 - 1941). The gouaches 
were illustrations for the traditional Jewish Passover song  Had Gadya. With these il-
lustrations Lissitzky wanted to share his hopes of a better future in post-Czarist Russia 
and show his support for the revolutionary struggle. Stella was drawn to the simplicity 
of the Had Gadya narrative and Lissitzky’s graphic, stylized rendering of it. 

In naming his project illustrations after El Lissitsky’s Had Gadya, Stella made direct 
reference to the narrative foundation that allowed him to maintain a figurative reality 
in his abstraction, without representation and avoiding pure geometry. It marked the 
beginning of pictorial research around the question of abstract narrative and the of a 
non-figurative language used for narrative purposes. 

Frank Stella came back to creating unique print variations with The Waves series, 
which revolves around the chapters of Herman Melville’s novel Moby Dick. Here 
again, Frank Stella used a specific yet rich framework of forms, in which he delved to 
create free narrative associations. One of the central shapes seen in The Waves is a Chi-
nese lattice design. This circular lattice shape grounds every other shape in the print 
and holds the composition together. 

The creative process of these series also included the cobbling together of various 
superimposed layers. The reciprocal influence of color and its medium made it possible 
for the artist to physically transcribe his imagination. The entire challenge of these se-
ries resided in the connection established between painting and sculpture, and between 
the irregular abstract forms and the narrative thread, in which, what mattered, accord-
ing to Stella, « was to build a painting and paint over it » .

The artworks in this exhibition are signed and dated by the artist and bear the indica-
tion « CTP » (Color Trial Proof). This term is used by Frank Stella to designate unique 
works that are the result of various printing techniques on which he has reworked the 
pattern by hand. The chosen artworks present a delightful mix of techniques such as 
silkscreen, lithography, linocut, marbling and collage, on which the artist has painted. 
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Born in 1936, Frank Stella is considered as the father of American minimal art. Heavily 
influenced by abstract expressionism in his beginnings, it was when he arrived in New 
York in the 1950s and thanks to his contacts with Jasper Johns and Robert Rauchen-
berg that his palette darkened and returned to simple forms. His first series, called 
“Black Painting”, was such a success that the young artist exhibited in the most presti-
gious gallery of the time: Leo Castelli. During this exhibition, the MoMA bought some 
paintings for its collections.

Frank Stella followed up this initial success with a sequence of series that were all 
strikingly innovative.

He has exhibited in the biggest galleries and has had several retrospectives in the wor-
ld’s leading museums. He is the only American artist who has had two retrospectives at 
the MoMA (1970, 1984) and one at the Withney Museum (2015) during his lifetime. 
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