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JASPER JOHNS
Installation view of “Something Resembling 
Truth,” with Souvenir (left) and Watchman 
(right), at Broad Museum, Los Angeles, 2018. 
Both 1964
Encaustic on canvas with objects, 73 x 53.3 cm;  
Oil on two-panel canvas with objects, 215.9 x 153 cm.
Photo by Pablo Enriquez.
Copyright the artist.
Courtesy VAGA, New York.

Jasper Johns’s retrospective at the Broad  
Museum in Los Angeles opened incisively with a 
singular work, Painting with Two Balls (1960),  
a conceptually rigorous yet jocular painting with  
a humor that is part schoolboy and part art-world-
sophisticate. Wedged in a slender, horizontal 
crevasse between two of the work’s stacked 
canvases is a pair of paint-smeared balls. Behind 
them, the gallery wall peeks through. The 
painting’s surface is daubed in jagged, gestural 
brushstrokes, which, along with the interloping 
appendages, reference the macho culture of 
Abstract Expressionism that dominated the  
mid-20th-century New York art world. Showcasing 
Johns’s sardonic wit as well as his conceptual  
and material prowess, it is a surprising but  
concise prelude to a show that reflects the  
depth and breadth of the 87-year-old artist’s  
six-decade career. 

The exhibition’s title, “Something Resembling 
Truth,” references words spoken by Johns in 2006: 
“One hopes for something resembling truth, some 
sense of life, even of grace, to flicker, at least, in 
the work.” Embodying the same aspirations, the 
show eschewed rote chronology, and instead 
thematically presented Johns’s oeuvre, to great 
success. The expansive show of more than 120 
works felt intimate, inviting the audience to know 
Johns on a psychological level. 

The first instance of this occurred in the section 
titled “In the Studio.” The artist has always been 
fascinated by the ways in which we perceive visual 
information, and, in 1964, the act and practice 
of looking took on new meaning during Johns’s 
extended stay in Tokyo. An international art star 
in the city, Johns became aware of not just how 
others looked at him, but also of how to look 
through the lens of a culture other than his own, 
in turn reflecting on his inspection of a foreign 
place and its people and culture. Two works 
completed during this period, Souvenir (1964) 
and Watchman (1964), deal with the complexities 
of these activities. Inspired by a department 
store’s window display, which advertised souvenir 
plates embossed with personalized photographs, 
Souvenir incorporates such a plate with a 
deadpan, mug-shot-style image of Johns (the only 
“self-portrait” Johns ever created). Across the 
gray-painted canvas on which the plate is affixed 
is a flashlight and a mirror. Theoretically, when 
turned on, the flashlight would cast its glow upon 
the mirror, which is angled to reflect the light back 
on Johns’s photo. The viewer is caught in a never-
ending loop of reflection and gazes. 

We find Johns reflecting in a different way 
in a section of the exhibition called “Time 
and Transience.” Filled with his well-known 
crosshatch paintings, a motif that came to Johns 
when observing a passing car, the artist ruminates 

upon life and the passage of time. In a particularly 
beautiful work, Usuyuki (1981), the Japanese word 
for “thin” or “light snow,” Johns treats his typically 
vibrant motif with a muted, elegant color palette. 
The waxy, opaque quality of encaustic, Johns’s 
medium of choice, takes on the quality of ice.  

Taciturn when it came to speaking about 
his work and especially reluctant to pin any 
autobiographical meaning to his art, the 
exhibition shines in the portions that aim to 
ferret out Johns’s emotional and psychic states. 
In Memory of My Feelings – Frank O’Hara (1961) 
is a powerful and poignant moment. A fork and 
a spoon are tied together and trussed up to the 
top of a drab, monochrome background painted 
to resemble a washed-out flag. A subtle white arc 
scratched out in the gray paint shows that the 
once-smooth pendulum swing of the coupled 
utensils has come to a halt. Named after a poem by 
his friend, American writer, the poet and curator 
Frank O’Hara, the painting  references Johns’s 
breakup with artist Robert Rauschenberg. We  
may not know the details of the breakup, but,  
in a way, with this painting, Johns takes us even 
closer to the truth than simple tawdry details. 
He delivers us to the very essence—something 
resembling truth, one could say—of his heartbreak 
and anguish.
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