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Martin Muller has kept the Modernism Gallery thriving for 35 years by
staying provocative and never compromising. By ANGELLA SPRAUVE

es never owned a computer, and he only
pecently ac L!:l::;.'1.‘| a cell p]'.::u'.r. Bie Martin
Muller. the owaner of Moderpmun Gallery, is
clearly comfortable on the cutting edge. He was
I:'|'|-.‘ Ii:*l 5__;.:“#.".'.'-'. i Ban Francisoo o mount a
onc-nan exlnbimen of Andy Warliols work, and was the hest
on the West Coast to show works of the Roussian avant-garde.
Adrer 35 vears, nware than 500 exlnbitons, and overeeing
the publication of 40 books, Muller, 61, keeps Modernim
0IRIE Forveard, wearly lus (=% Font provacatve w ok, E:i:Lil'lgl:.',
he chose e talk about bis career at Bix restavsant, one of his
beloved Baune, which ofers a Maron Soller maron on s

e, He had ane

What has kept Modernism geing since 19797
Modernism has stuck with a particular vision: a protound link
te art history and an interest in content that comes before
what the marketplace or commercialism dictates. Its my
unique and eccentnc approach. There's no arrogance, but in
the end, | do not compromise.

Which recant exhibitions embaody that approach?
There are many artists that have stirred the debate for
the better. [Gottfried] Helnwein has been very controver-
sial, with such a powerful sacial and political set of mes-
sages. I've had people threaten me at Modermism
pecause | am showing Helnwein. But | do it te bring
awareness to the issues,

How would you characterize the body of werk

you carry?

Art has the virlue to be fulfilling in countless ways, and |
want them all, But people think | only have Russian avant-garde, and
that's not true. | like outrageous and funny, too. | love the New Yorker
cartoons. | have carmied artists ke Picasso, Malevich, Matisze,
Kandinsky and Chagall, all of whom are among the giants of modern
art. It's an international ant gallery because the kind of work sold at
Modermism could potentially be attractive for museums in Europe,
Asia, and pretty much around the globe,

Were you ever worried that you might have to close at any point
in your 33-year career?

That was never an acceptable option. | would die befare it would fail.
This gallery was never a hobby to me. It is the expression of my
being. Of course, nothing is eternal, so I'm not saying that it will net
ever close. But it will close on my own terms, God willing

What tactical changes
have you had to make
to adapt to the times?
The obvigus is with the
emergence of the
Internet. On one side, we
have to position a guality
presence an the Web.
Simultaneous'y, we must
INCIEISE OUr PresSence in
the best international art
fairs. These two compo-
nents reflect changes of
the past 15 years.
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s selling art in San Francisco any different than it is in

other markets?

It isn't. In the big picture, it doesn’t really matter where you are; you
can sell Amerncan art out of Pans and you can sell Russian art out of
San Francisco. We have no more barriers thanks to the Internet. An
art dealer can be anywhere, providing that he or she has high-guality
and impartant artwarks.

How is the demeographic of art collectors changing?

The market among young collactors is much more active. Things mave
faster and collectors tend to be somewhat younger, as people in their
carly twenties are already in a positien to buy serious, meaningful an.
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We often hear how tech millionaires don't spend money on art.
Has that been your experience?

I see it the fallowing way: We live in an era where the concept of time
has drastically changed. In togay’s society, people want things now.
But before the age of the Internet and relentless art festivals, growth
as an art collectar was a lifetime experience. Se why should we
expect these young entrepreneurs in their 20z or early 30s, who have
gean immersed in creating global erganizations, to be sidetracked
and become instant art collectors? Who is saying that they should
rush to buy because they've made their first millions of dollars? | find
that misplaced. There is & process, and it goes back to education.
Give them a chance to leamn!

Youw're known for entertaining your guests at fabulous dinner parties.
Where do you like to
entertain?

For a very casual, small
group of peaple, my
restaurant is Florio on
Fillmore. Then | adore
the Bix jazz club, where
I can host about 20
people—it is an institu-
w tion, My grand dinners
are at Madermzm West
at Foreign Cinema. | do
about four or five of
those a year. Thats
where | give away at least two to three books to each person with my
signature red gift wrap.
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What are you most proud of?

It is probably my first Russian avant-garde exbibition. Think of what it
takes to do a show like that: it was missien impossible. Don’t torget,
we're talking about 33 years ago. To round up 50 works suppressed
fram the Stalinist era and pre-Gorbachey, pre-Perestraika, was a big
deal. Also, | would say | am proud of my early boaks. Short of your
first baby, it's very exciting to publish your first beok. All the other
swiff is fluff, and I'm not interested in fluff, =

Angells Spravve it a luseny lestyle writer and founder of Auvé Daily, an online desti-
nation for beauty and Bay Area Hestyle,
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