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I realize upon reflection that mine is a provincial world circum-

scribed by the streets and history of New York City. I love this town

and decry its dissolution into anonymous and soulless architecture.

One place that has stubbornly ignored this trend for its entire 90

year history is Argosy Books & Prints on 59th Street. Upon entering,

one is overwhelmed by the smell of old paper, rabbit skin glue and

time. That was how it was when, as a 17-year-old working after

school, I handled the old prints and delivered the framed ones all

over the City. I can’t recall if I was fired or if I quit, though the latter

seems likely as the year was 1966 and I wanted to make history, not

file it. Remarkably I’ve returned to this place, the last of its kind, to

hunt the stacks for the bizarre and for the lost.

There seems little doubt that the known past feels safer than the

unknowable future. Maybe the armies of artists, illustrators, map

makers and social satirists whose vivid renderings illuminate these

old pages offer me a comradeship I desire. I also admit to a serious

case of Ernst envy (who doesn’t?), though I’ve chosen the 18th

century for my material, I’m pressed by their industry and desire to

define their known world. These copper plate engravings are

beautifully wrought on handmade laid paper and were originally

intended as book illustrations. They survived fires, floods, wars and

disinterest until 20th-century print dealers cut them out and put

them into frames for the designer trade or laid them out on tables

at flea markets. There they awaited their second or third acts, their

content long replaced or refuted by scholarship and technology.

That’s where I first encountered them and imagined a collaboration.
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Nobody really wants these old pictures and I feel no guilt for my

alterations. I do see it as a collaboration with artists from the past

who strived to illustrate the discoveries and attitudes of their time,

an often Herculean task. Sometimes they had to cobble, from

hearsay, a furry mammal or translate a ship’s artist’s sketchbook

into sensational first reports of an expedition’s discovery of canni-

balism! Human sacrifice! Nudity! The engravers met the ship at the

dock and like all good reporters, raced to produce images for public

delectation. Human curiosity fires the exact same results today.

Ruth Marten

Original artist’s statement for Fountains & Alligators, Van der Grinten Galerie,
Cologne exhibition, 2016
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1. Menace (detail) 2017

watercolor on paper
7 � 7 inches / 17.78 � 17.78cm

2. Bird of Paradise 2017

collage on 19th c. photogravure
7½ � 9½ inches / 18.3 � 24.1cm

4. Exotics 2016

watercolor & collage on 18th c. engraving
7 � 9 inches / 17.78 � 24cm

6. In Repose 2016

acrylic on found photo
3 � 4   inches / 9.6 � 11.9cm

8. Bird’s Eye View 2017

collage and watercolor
16 � 13 inches / 42.9 � 34.3cm

9. Black Bird 2017

acrylic on found photo
4 � 5 inches / 10.16 � 12.7cm

10. Parus 2016

watercolour & collage on 18th c. engraving
10   � 7  inches / 27 � 26.9cm

11. The Wise Bird 2017

ink on 18th c. engraving
10 � 12¼ inches / 25.4 � 31cm

12. Duckies 2017

acrylic on found photo
51/ � 31/ inches / 13.97 � 8.89cm

16. Beauty (detail) 2017

watercolour & collage on 18th c. print
8.5 x 10.75in / 21.6 � 27.3cm

All images are from a selection of work featured in The Birds, 2017
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