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ROBERT FEINTUCH
1953

Since the late 1990s Robert Feintuch has made paintings 
using himself as his model, in many of which his face is 
turned away from the viewer or otherwise obscured. 

Bacchus in the Studio is one of an ongoing group of 
paintings where Feintuch makes references to mythological 
figures. The artist depicts himself in a simple interior made 
with only indications of a floor and wall. Standing in his 
underwear next to a table set with an austere still life, 
Feintuch holds a bunch of grapes over his head, striking 
a pose that evokes classical images of Bacchus. Also 
known as Dionysus, Bacchus is a god of dramatic excess, 
associated with abundance, ecstasy and madness. In this 
painting the artist’s stance is deadpan, the action noticeably 
non-declarative, and his un-idealized, unheroic body is set 
among other signs of the everyday. The grapes hover above 
his open mouth and a newspaper has fallen to the floor. 

Feintuch’s work embraces a kind of productive 
ambiguity. In the painting In the Studio, the artist takes 
the same posture as in Bacchus in the Studio, however 
the grapes are absent and the figure is oddly contorted, 
with one foot facing forward and the other backwards. 
In Taking a Stand the artist appears to stand up defiantly 
from his chair, however he faces nothing but a blank wall.

Bacchus in the Studio, 2007
Polymer emulsion and oil paint on 
honeycomb panel

In the Studio, 2007
Polymer emulsion and oil paint on 
honeycomb panel

Taking a Stand, 2009
Polymer emulsion and oil paint on 
honeycomb panel
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RM    This exhibition features a lot 
of artist duos: Gilbert & George, the 
Bechers, Anne and Patrick Poirier, 
Andrea Robbins and Max Becher, and 
Peter Fischli and David Weiss. Was 
collaborative work something you had a 
particular interest in?

AH    It wasn’t something that we 
necessarily sought. Perhaps it was 
because Ileana and I found working 
closely together so normal that artist 
duos never seemed unusual to us.

RM    The Sonnabend Gallery 
established a reputation for working 
with artists using photography early on. 
Did you encounter any reluctance by 
collectors or critics to embrace work in 
photographic media? 

AH    Throughout the 1970s I heard 
people, mostly American collectors, 
saying they loved some work but would 
not buy it because they didn’t collect 
photography. I used to answer, “Why 
don’t you just collect what you love?” 
It was only in the 1980s that we saw 
collectors react to works the way that 
we did, without feeling that the works 
had to belong to some special category. 

For Ileana and myself, it was not 
about our interest in a specific medium 
such as photography or video. Rather, 
it was about showing very interesting 
works, which happened to be made 
using those media. 

RM    How would you characterize 
the gallery’s impact and influence on the 
New York art scene? 

AH    It is difficult for me to assess it 
properly. We were very focused on what 
we were doing, and we were accustomed 
to people not following up. At the 
beginning most of our collectors were 
European and the response of the local 
critics was not always very interesting. 
However, an enormous number of 
people visited our shows. In the early 
1980s the public in New York changed 
a great deal and became very involved, 
very aware of what was happening 
internationally. I always thought that 
the gallery must have contributed a lot 
towards that. 

RM    Did Ileana remain involved in 
the running of the gallery up until the 
end of her life? 

AH    For many years I did most of the 
gallery work but Ileana was always very 
much involved. She enjoyed the period 
in the late 1980s very much, a time 
when she met a new generation of young 
artists and was very active in bringing all 
kinds of people to their studios. 

In 2005, two years before her 
death, and in a wheel chair, I took her 
to have lunch at the Venice Biennale 
where Gilbert & George were installing 
their show at the British Pavilion. I was 
worried that it would be too much for 
her but she loved it and it was clear how 
invigorating it had been for her!

Antonio Homem and Ileana Sonnabend. Courtesy of The Sonnabend Collection Foundation.




