
50

1 Walter Benjamin, Walter 
Benjamin’s Archive : Images, 
Texts, and Signs, ed. Ursula 
Marx et al., trans. Esther Leslie 
(London: Verso, 2007), 175.

2 In Hebrew, the word ‘angel’ 
is identical to the word for 
“messenger” (malakh).

3  Walter Benjamin, The Origin of 
German Tragic Drama, trans. 
John Osborne (London: Verso, 
1998), 141.

Engrave

R.H.  Quay tman

To find the words for what one has before one’s eyes – how difficult 

that can be. But once they come they batter with tiny hammers 

against reality, until they have pressed a picture from it as from a 

copper plate | Walter Benjamin1

In this book, both Mark Godfrey’s and Annie Bourneuf’s essays do 

a wonderful job explaining much of what needs to be known about 

Paul Klee’s Angelus Novus. Nevertheless I feel compelled, at the risk of 

redundancy, to write my own account of how I looked at and discovered 

the secret name behind Klee’s angel and Walter Benjamin’s messenger.2 

Paul Klee and I both pay close attention to what happens at the edge of an 

image or painting because of an urge to emphasize the material support 

as distinct from what is depicted on its surface. We wish our work to 

resemble books in differing degrees. Klee, who was an accomplished 

printmaker, had doubts about the form, which was being forcefully 

deployed as political propaganda in Germany at the time. Besides, he 

believed the strength of an artwork depended to a large degree on its 

bounded singularity. For the Angelus Novus, Klee used an oil transfer 

technique he developed as a means to transfer rather than reproduce 

his original drawing, which he was averse to selling. This is important 

because it means that the form the angel takes was drawn before its 

double – the oil transfer – was glued onto an old copper plate engraving.

The world knows no greater book than itself; but the greatest part 

of this book is man before whom, in place of a fine frontispiece, God 

has printed his own likeness, and, besides, God has made him into 

an abstract, kernel, and jewel of the other parts of this great book of 

the world.3

Klee’s works remind me, in their affect, of frontispiece engravings found 

in old books. Frontispieces are luxurious pictorial events announcing 

the importance of the book’s author and ideas. Klee seems to duplicate 

both the intimacy and the all-at-once-ness of an illustration as does a 
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frontispiece, which bravely announces something at the helm, splashing 

and swirling before we turn the page to enter the waves or tiny hammers 

of words. Our images circle around words, behaving a little like 

hieroglyphs floating in unfurled pictorial space. 

 I happen to deeply enjoy looking at old engravings. I even have a 

small collection started around age 9 with my father, Harvey. It includes 

works by John Martin, Marcantonio Raimondi, Albrecht Dürer, and 

William Hogarth, as well as numerous anonymous engravings. Some 

paintings from the chapters use them. It is engraving specifically 

that claims my attention, not etching, aquatint, lithography, or even 

silkscreen. Engraving is a cut into wood or copper that resists – a cut 

graven like those images we don’t worship. Engraved marks are different 

from those drawn without the constraints of systematic precision and 

the counteracting pressure of the plate. 

 One November day in 2013, I was given the opportunity to see Klee’s 

Angelus Novus in the Israel Museum’s collection. Mark Godfrey’s essay 

elaborates on the circumstances of this trip. It is apparently rare to be 

offered a chance to view the work, as its archival and perhaps political 

fragility make it difficult for the piece to travel outside of Jerusalem. 

Even Annie Bourneuf, a Klee scholar, had not been able to see it in 

person. The Angelus stood symbolically at the center of my interest: the 

correspondence between Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem and 

their differing perspectives with regard to the image and its relationship 

to words. However, I feared any approach to the Angelus I could 

possibly pursue would be overwhelmed and overshadowed by both 

its historical and contemporary contexts (coincidentally during the 

installation of my exhibition, Okwui Enwezor deployed the Angelus 
Novus to announce his concept for the Venice Biennale, and only 

yesterday I saw that Hito Steyerl made use of it in a video). But most 

importantly, I had no thought of using it back then because I simply 

didn’t like Klee. I now realize that I unconsciously blamed Klee’s 

diminutive idea-graphic paintings and drawings for having unleashed 

a plague of faux-naive, self-cuddling artworks across wide swaths of 

amateur modernists. I blame this grudge, in retrospect, on the fact that 

as a child I was exposed not only to contemporary art of the ’60s and 

’70s, but also to Modernism. At that time, I developed an aggressive 

dislike for art I perceived as pretending to look as though it was made by 

a child (Dubuffet, Calder, Chagall, and Klee to name a few). No adult, I 

distinctly remember feeling, could ever come close to understanding the 
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intensity and vividness of childhood, which had nothing to do with that 

annoying concept adults called innocence. “Innocent of what?!” I angrily 

thought. This arrogant opinion has, I’m hesitant to admit, never quite 

been outgrown.  

 At the Israel Museum, I was curious, however, to see the room where 

they stored works on paper. I often like to take a look at a museum’s 

storage room, and have seen many over the years. The work was laid out 

delicately with white cotton gloves on a table, for Mark Godfrey and me 

to view. There it is. 

Its bilateral symmetry pulled my 

glance straight to its central image, 

where I saw a winged dwarf-like 

creature – perhaps a baby – whose 

head floats in front of the wax-

colored skin-like paper. He/she 

(zhe) demurely gazes askance into 

the world-distance, past its creator, 

Klee in 1920, past its first owner, 

Walter Benjamin in the ’30s, past 

Georges Bataille and the storms of 

the ’40s, past Adorno, Arendt, and 

Scholem in the ’60s and ’70s, past 

Scholem’s widow Fania Freud in 

the ’80s, and now, past us.

 The figure seems constructed of little bits of paper or scroll 

fluttering in the wind. Right at the center, on the angel’s chest, Klee 

has drawn and purposefully tinted with red water color a church, a 

penis? Why the inverted triangles? Is it a Star of David? Was he Jewish? 

The raised arms seem to face backwards in embrace, alarm, and flight 

towards the paper. It’s not easy to look at this engorged head made 

up of mouth, penis, vagina, teeth, testicles, hair, eyes, ears, and breasts. 

After experiencing a familiar combination of shyness and repulsion 

towards this image, so weighed down by history as it is, my focus 

naturally scurried back to the materiality of the artifact. I instantly 

noticed around all four sides, an old engraving, discernible to the naked 

eye. An obscure old engraving, so devalued that no one had even noticed 

it. Clearly visible were the overlapping initials CL, a date of 152? (or 

was the 1 a J?), and black pleats from a gown suggesting a portrait of a 

priest, nun, or monk. I asked what was known about it and who was 
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depicted in the engraving. To the astonishment of us all, it turned out 

that they didn’t know because the question seemed never to have been 

asked.

 I began to explain it to myself through the following scenario: Klee 

bought the inexpensive engraving from one of those print shops that 

pepper European cities. It was lying around and he playfully picked it 

up and chose to use it in order to both frame the image with a dark 

background and flatten the wet paper on which the original had been 

traced. I had the unsubstantiated impression that it was not an important 

or rare engraving but rather mass-produced. The way the lines were 

engraved gave that away. Lines in 16th-century engravings taper, similar 

to the mark of a fountain pen. These lines, however, seemed drawn 

mechanically with a ruler. It is also rare to see the background treated 

as a flat plane in 16th-century prints. Although I couldn’t find another 

example of Klee using an old print as a support, he almost always 

framed and reframed his images. The effect of this bordering seems to 

mimic how old engravings look when they have been torn from books, 

framed, and separated from the text they were originally associated with. 

The space for the metaphoric or actual caption is more often than not 

indicated in Klee’s pictures. I believe that it is often at the edge of an 

image that a painting’s self-awareness is unconsciously situated. 

 In Volume 3 of Klee’s catalogue raisonné,4 the engraving was deemed 

of such little interest that it was delicately masked out and replaced with 

a uniform grey tone in the color reproduction. The catalogue raisonné 

also lists the dimensions of the Angelus as 31.8×24.2 cm, pointing 

conclusively to the fact that the engraving was not considered part the 

artwork. The Israel Museum’s Head of Paper Conservation, Michael 

Maggen, who generously offered his time and expertise in pursuit of 

this mystery, seemed confident that the engraving had been put there by 

Klee simply to protect the wettened paper from buckling while drying. 
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4 Paul Klee: Catalogue Raisonné: 
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ed. Hrsg. von der Paul-Klee-
Stiftung and Kunstmuseum 
Bern (Wabern: Benteli, 1999), 
163, ill. 172.

I argued that, even if the portrait was of a “nobody,” its mere presence 

as an artifact from a time prior to the Angelus was, in and of itself, 

enough to warrant further investigation. Does not a 16th century print 

situate the subject within a specific temporal history? Was the Angelus 
paying homage to or defacing what it obscured? Suddenly I was utterly 

engrossed in Klee. Even if the angel looked innocent, I felt it wasn’t. I 

wanted more than anything to find the answer. I also wanted the Israel 

Museum to allow me to access any and all images generated in pursuit 

of this question. That same year, I had made a painting using an X-ray of 

Malevich’s White on White in MoMA’s collection, so I was primed to use 

scientifically generated optics as the basis for a silkscreened painting. In 

collaboration with the Israel Museum, we searched for two years to find 

the answer. The conservation department began by attempting to X-ray 

it. Nothing. Then they tried infrared reflectography. Again, nothing. I 

did my own research on the internet trying to find similar cases or other 

techniques we might pursue, much to the annoyance, no doubt, of the 

real scientists already working on the case. It’s hard not to be intimidated 

by the authority of science, which is so skilled at prediction and has 

become increasingly revered in my lifetime. This sentence of Benjamin’s 

concerning science and its relation to truth comes to my defense: “The 

more clearly mathematics demonstrate that the total elimination of the 

problem of representation – which is boasted by every proper didactic 

system – is the sign of genuine knowledge, the more conclusively does 

it reveal its renunciation of that area of truth toward which language 

is directed.”5 Below are two email snippets I received during this time. 

They show how far I wandered from the truth I was hoping to find, and 

highlight, as it were, the linguistic gulf yawning between art and science. 

This scanning analysis technique is possible due to the fact that it 

adapts high energy which “bombards” with certain wavelength the 

target and special sensors read the transmitted energies and can 

record them. (Though it is classified as a nondestructive and non-

invasive method.) The energy has the capacity to “cut” & image 

planar segments/slices between 2-5 microns of any solid target (bone, 

clay, soft tissues paper boards and so on) from surface to bottom 

(imagine that you can slice a “sausage” from left to right and from top 

to bottom). The problem always is with the visualization readings as 

the target (in our case ANGELUS) is not a perfect symmetric form 

so each planar segment could represent partly the image of the print, 

Engrave

5 Benjamin, The Origin of 
 German Tragic Drama, 27.



56 57

however running the segments imaging downward or upward could 

hopefully (big question?) result in partly bringing out the image of 

the print.

The IR ability to penetrate subtracts is limited to the subtract 

material, some paint layers will be more penetrated than others; 

usually the more heavy metals are (in atomic number) the less the 

IR radiation will pass and be reflected back (transmitted). However 

with near infrared (700nm-2000nm) penetration will be between 

6-15 micron maximum. This is a crucial fact when we address the 

target of your research the AN. The AN which is done on a Japanese 

paper is mounted on two additional supports; one of them is an 

early 20th century reproduction mechanical print (Mezzo Tinto 

technique) and a third support which is a heavy sized paper, kind of 

a light paper board. Here are the thicknesses of the AN complex’s 

multi-layer which all together is: 1140 microns, the Japanese paper 

99 microns, the other two layers together are 1041 microns, the print 

is 391 microns and the paper board is 650 microns. No wonder why 

you were disappointed…

After much deliberation, it was decided to have the Angelus brought 

under tight security to Rome. The Università degli Studi di Roma Tor 

Vergata’s Department of Industrial Engineering had the equipment 

needed for a kind of analysis called thermography. Thermography is a 

temperature-based technique, developed to read the texts used to bind 

old books. Often libraries in sacked cities were repurposed to bind the 

new books of the victors. Allegorically, this connected perfectly to the 

situation at hand.

 In an effort to fund the increasing cost of all this analysis, I agreed 

to donate a painting to the Israel Museum in exchange for access to the 

image. I visited Rome to meet the three physicists in this lab, see the 

machine, and discuss with them why the results had yet again turned 

up something, but not what I was looking for. The two images I used 

in Chapter 29: Haqaq  were sourced from the thermography results in 

Rome. The oil transfer technique seems to have failed on two fronts. 

First, the transfer sheet was attached with black oil paint, making it 

likely that anything underneath would have rotted and the work itself 

would have become increasingly brown. Second, it failed to keep the 

paper flat as seen in this image:
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One of the physicists working at 

the lab, Prof. Fulvio Mercuri, had 

shown it to me on his cell phone. He 

had taken the picture to show the 

raking light. I began to realize that 

it was very unlikely that we would 

ever be able to see through the top 

layer. I had to face facts and finish 

this chapter without an answer – 

but maybe its impenetrability was 

the answer? These images also 

interested me in their alienated 

forensic nature.

The title Haqaq encapsulated this situation so expressively. The word 

means “engrave,” “law,” or “rule” in Hebrew and was the method God 

used to hew 32 paths to creation (22 letters + 10 numbers = 32). “It 

was out of this undifferentiated Essence that a Vacated Space had to 

be engraved,”6 because nothing existed before letters and numbers, and 

nothing exists that cannot be explained through them. The title also 

referenced my more immediate interest, the ancient Judaic prohibition 

against the graven image. When pronounced, it makes the sound of an 

angry fist banging on a table.

 The historical, philosophical, and ethical issues my stay in Israel 

generated were equally overwhelming and unavoidable. The words, 

letters, and numbers clambering for authority in my mind needed to be 

silenced in order to even make a painting that had any hope of surviving 

this arguing but authoritative audience. My method helped me in this 

regard, because it enabled a suspension of these fears so as to build up a 

painting through small choices, beginning with its dimensions, then the 

application of gesso, then its image or pattern, and finally its rotational and 

spatial orientation within the installation. I use this method to navigate 

around the drama of the vacated space of the blank canvas, familiar to all 

painters. With a few fixed rules, a subject is located through the painting 

rather than via overcrowded cerebral intentions. Many, many images are 

compiled, but in the end, only a small fraction can work on top of this 

methodical foundation. It is only during installation that each individual 

painting becomes something else because of its neighbor, which tends to 

subtly influence and/or argue with it. This is the hieroglyphic, the lateral 

way of looking at my work.
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 Jump ahead: after hanging the show in Tel Aviv I returned to my 

studio in Connecticut. Annie Bourneuf and I had continued our email 

correspondence, both of us still feeling the urge to figure this problem 

out. We would send websites back and forth and exchange ideas about 

how to keep looking. Every day I spent at least an hour online looking at 

old engravings for sale, or at websites of museums that had digitized their 

collections. On June 2, 2015 I finally came upon a site from the city of 

Lombardi, which linked a wide selection of libraries with print collections 

that they had posted online. There were 61,494 scanned images of prints. 

So I began perusing portraits made between 1520 and 1900. Each web 

page had about 20 tiny thumbnails and there were at least 60 pages. I 

started scanning through page by page. Finally, as my patience waned, I 

began skipping entire pages until I randomly stopped on one and saw a 

tiny image that seemed to have similar dimensions and the correct type 

of robes. This had happened before though. Nevertheless I thought this 

image would do well to exemplify the type of engraving I believed we 

should continue to look for. That evening, I was meant to write an email 

responding to the Director of the Israel Museum, James Snyder. I wanted 

to point out that I still held out hope of piercing the mystery. At 8:25 pm, 

I concluded my email to him and decided to drag and drop that image as 

an example. I still hadn’t even bothered to look at who it depicted. 

And just so you know I have not given up on my search for the 

background engraving. If someone could send me the measurements 

of the print (or the edges of the plate mark) that might help. I still 

hold out hope I will find it searching through web sites like this: 

http://www.lombardiabeniculturali.it/stampe/schede/3y010-

00352/?view=ricerca&offset=1132. I’m sure it’s something like this. 

and on that note… sending my best, Rebecca

After hitting send, I stayed on that website for another two hours, the 

tipping point at which I was beginning to be concerned for my mental 

health. I went back to the image I had sent earlier, and clicked on it to 

take a closer look. Before bed, I thought, “just for the hell of it, let’s 

see what happens when I overlay it in Photoshop with a high res image 

of the Angelus.” And boom!!! It slid right on like Cinderella’s slipper. 

And the figure wasn’t just a nobody, as I was expecting. It was – to my 

shock – Martin Luther! The “LC” had referred to Lucas Cranach as 

we suspected, but it was an engraved illustration of a Cranach painting 
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from 1521. This Luther was not, however, depicted with all the archaic 

ambivalence of Cranach’s Luther. Here, Luther was transformed by 

an obscure engraver named Fr. Müller who, in 1838, made him into 

a Teutonic alpha male, a triumphant warrior of his beliefs. At 1:42am 

I sent the engraving to Mark Godfrey and Annie Bourneuf with this 

image attached and the subject line: “!!!!!!!!”

 In many ways, Chapter 29 became a conceptual vanishing point on 

my horizon with regard to the four preceding chapters. This is reflected 

even in their titles. Beginning at The Renaissance Society in Chicago, 

Chapter 25, Passing Through the Opposite of What It Approaches, takes its 

title from Brazilian author Clarice Lispector whose writing has been 

likened to Jewish mysticism through a Brazilian lens. Chapter 26 used 

the French word for vowel and takes the same title as a poem by Arthur 

Rimbaud, Voyelle. At the time, I was struck to learn that ancient Hebrew 

had no vowel signs. O Topico, Chapter 27, refers to another grammatical 

term, meaning “the subject” in Portuguese, and reflects the increasing 

pressure the book structure presupposes to find such a subject. Haqaq, 
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then, is the result of this pressure: the desire to establish more precisely 

a progression of interconnected ideas towards a subject. Whereas 

before each chapter seemed to start anew, establishing continuity in 

the paintings through formal or physical matrices, now something 

different is happening. A topological geography connected to art history 

is emerging – an artist’s history constructed out of an autodidactic 

curiosity and acquired self-defense. Finding Luther made me see the 

interconnectedness of the ordinarily feuding Hebraic, Puritanical, and 

Anglo-Irish aspects of my emotional DNA. I realize my focus was 

turning more clearly to the injunction against graven images that these 

melting genetics have in common. The paintings do their job best when 

they sacrifice the representations they also support.

Photograph the Judaean Desert, flip it sideways, duplicate it, 

obscure it with its double. 

Align a portrait of a Middle-Eastern beauty behind a smaller 

painting of a skull – changing him to her. 

Invade the overburdened symbol of the Angelus – show it as a 

wrinkled small piece of paper, or take its temperature.

Negate with an upside down sunrise sparkling on a cyan sky 

and hang it on a diagonal.   

Turn it to contradict, to find a negotiation between what?  

It would have been enough to stop at the exhibition. But my curiosity 

took over and the obvious was forgotten – that Klee didn’t intend us 

to know who lay behind. That alone should have stopped me. If the 

Angelus defaces Luther, am I defacing the Angelus? The meaning of an 

artwork cannot, by its very nature, be hidden from view. How can I 

morally situate this exposure? Like Eve and her damn apple, I’m stuck 

and it’s too late to untangle this new angel from the taunting of a certain 

paradise. And for this I am sorry, as if I had passed through the opposite 

of what I approached.  

 Benjamin wrote in a letter to Scholem that the Angelus Novus “disdains 

to whisper suggestions… like the oracle.”7 I believe, however, that a whisper 

was heard and this discovery may help explain the image’s pivotal role 

in his thinking. Artists tend to love reading Benjamin because of how he 

attempted to write a history of philosophy through the image. The single 

book published in his lifetime, aptly titled The Origin of German Tragic 
Drama, locates the origin of his contemporaneous experience to the first 
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half of the 16th century with Luther’s Reformation, and the Catholic 

Church’s Counter-Reformation in the form of the Baroque. After all, 

museums are made of images thrown out of churches as a consequence 

of 95 theses nailed to a church door.

The puppet called ‘historical materialism’ is to win all the time. It 

can easily be a match for anyone if it enlists the services of theology, 

which today, as we know, is wizened and has to keep out of sight.8 

In this engraving, Luther takes the image’s alibi when, as quoted just 

below the engraving, he declares: “Hier stehe ich, ich kann nicht anders, 
Gott helfe mir, Amen.”9 Like an Ad Reinhardt cartoon, I imagine a 

painting saying: “Here I stand. I can do no other.” But I don’t accept 

that plea bargain because the image, like Luther, is not innocent. It 

does many things, most of which are unintended. The image escapes 

in every direction, and those images that survive the growing pile of 

debris and destruction in front of the Angelus Novus are the ones that are 

legible, separated from the artist’s intentions. Painting is a form that has 

inherited a hope of escaping, paradoxically, my own innocence. These 

images are never innocent and this is why I chose painting.

In old engravings, there is a messenger who rushes toward us crying 

aloud, his hair on end, brandishing a sheet of paper in his hands – a 

sheet full of war and pestilence, of cries of murder and pain, of danger 

from fire and flood – spreading everywhere the Latest News.10
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