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Jasper Johns Flags I print
worth at least $1m donated to
British Museum
Acquisition is one of the most valuable modern prints ever
donated to the museum

Mark Brown Arts
correspondent
Sun 1 Nov 2020 09.21 EST

Jasper Johns: Flags I Photograph: Jasper Johns/British Museum

An American flag artwork worth at least $1m (£770,000) and made by one of the world’s most
celebrated living artists has been donated to the British Museum.

With just days to go before the US presidential election, the museum announced that an
edition of Jasper Johns’s Flags I (1973) had been gifted to them by the New York-based
collectors Johanna and Leslie Garfield.

It is one of the most valuable modern prints ever donated to the museum and curators said
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they were thrilled.

“This is a hugely important print,” said Catherine Daunt, a curator of modern and
contemporary art. “It is beautiful, complex and technically a great achievement. We now have
16 works by Johns in the collection, all of which are outstanding in their own way, but visually
this is undoubtedly the most spectacular.”

The print was a highlight of the museum’s 2017 American Dream exhibition, used on tube
adverts and the catalogue cover.

“It came to symbolise not just that exhibition but our growing and very good collection of
American prints at the British Museum,” said Daunt. “At that point we didn’t own it ourselves
so it is fantastic to now say that is part of the collection.”

Johns’s print was technically complicated, said Daunt. It shows the flag on both sides, with one
having a matt finish and the other gloss.

It was produced in an edition of 65. Three other impressions of the print have been sold for
more than $1m at auction in recent years. Christie’s in New York sold one for $1.6m in 2016.

The edition given to the British Museum, which is home to the national collection of prints and
drawings, is in near-perfect condition and is likely to be of the same value.

Johns, aged 90, has used the American flag as a repeated motif since the 1950s. He told one
interviewer the idea had come to him in a dream when he was 24.

Some people have interpreted it as a political statement, but Johns has always insisted that it is
what it is: a flag. It is up to the viewer to take away what they want from it.

“He was interested in the flag being an image that people saw but didn’t always look at, he felt
it was something that the mind already knows,” said Daunt. “He knew it was a familiar image
and he wanted to play with that.”

The flag print is currently part of a three-venue tour of Spain delayed by the pandemic for the
American Dream show. It will return to the museum once that finishes.

Hartwig Fischer, the director of the British Museum, thanked the Garfields and the American
Friends of the British Museum for the gift. “American art, like American politics, has always
had an influence far beyond the borders of the USA.

“As the country heads to the polls in just a few days’ time, this important acquisition reminds
us of the global influence of the United States and how crucial it is for an institution like the
British Museum to collect contemporary works from America.”

America has chosen Joe Biden ...
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... to be the 46th president of the United States. The American people have disavowed
four years of a thuggish presidency. They have chosen decency over dysfunction, fact
over fiction, truth over lies, and empathy over cruelty. They have rejected the last four
years of ugliness, divisiveness, racism and sustained assaults on constitutional
democracy. And even as Trump plots legal challenges and levies unfounded claims of
fraud, it is clear America is moving on.

Now, the real work begins.

Removing Trump from the White House is one thing – fixing America is another. Many of
the systemic issues that afflict the country will remain in place once he leaves
Pennsylvania Avenue. Two eight-year Democratic presidencies over the last 30 years
have not significantly impacted these issues. A stark racial wealth gap, school
segregation, corrosive inequality, a climate crisis and a democratic deficit at the heart of
America’s electoral college are but some of the issues that confront the new president.

With the Trump administration drawing to a close, we welcome the opportunity to
refocus our journalism on the opportunities that lie ahead for America: the opportunity
to fix a broken healthcare system, to restore the role of science in government, to repair
global alliances, and to address the corrosive racial bias in our schools, criminal justice
system and other institutions. We will report on the massive economic transition
needed to stem climate change and we will continue to question the unchecked power
of corporations and Big Tech.

But we can’t do this on our own. We need your support to carry on this essential work.
We rely to an ever greater extent on our readers, both for the moral force to continue
doing journalism at a time like this and for the financial strength to facilitate that
reporting.

We believe every one of us deserves equal access to fact-based news and analysis. We’ve
decided to keep Guardian journalism free for all readers, regardless of where they live or
what they can afford to pay. This is made possible thanks to the support we receive from
readers across America in all 50 states. Support the Guardian from as little as $1 – and it
only takes a minute. Thank you.


