
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Rob Pruitt’s Autograph Collection 

 

MANHATTAN 

It all started with Woody Allen. The year after he released his opus Manhattan (1979)—a 
cinematic love letter to a small island that is the vanguard of advanced cultural and social 
scenes—a young artist from Washington, DC, was inspired to undertake a life-changing 
mission. After a hard-won battle with his overprotective mother, a sixteen-year-old Rob 
Pruitt climbed aboard a Trailways bus and embarked on his first unchaperoned trip out of his 
hometown. His mission was a single-minded hunting expedition. “I had read about this new 
play by Woody Allen in Interview magazine,” Pruitt explains. “I was born with a fascination 
and a longing to go to New York City. It was a mecca I had to reach and Woody Allen was the 
personification of that cosmopolitan sophistication of New York.” (1) 

Once at Penn Station, Pruitt set his master plan in motion. He had researched the path to 
Lincoln Center with military precision. He had a ticket for the preview week of Allen’s new 
comedic play The Floating Light Bulb (1981). After the performance, a nervous yet ecstatic 
Pruitt stood with his school notebook and a pen at the stage door of the Vivian Beaumont 
Theater, awaiting his prey. Finally Woody Allen emerged from the theater and Pruitt 
attained success. More than just scoring his autograph—a talisman of his celebrity idol—
Pruitt achieved a larger goal: “For me, the intrigue of the Woody Allen play was to immerse 
myself. To dip my big toe in this pool of urbanity. . . .” 

This vignette could be a page out of any savvy teenager’s life story—though in the case of 
Pruitt, it is more than a simple autobiographical anecdote. This episode at Lincoln Center 
commenced one of the most important chapters of Pruitt’s artistic life: The trophy of Woody 
Allen’s autograph marked a starting point for the body of work first known as The Signature 
Series (1987–1992), when produced under the collaborative partnership Pruitt-Early, and 
later as Rob Pruitt’s Autograph Collection (1993–present). More importantly, however, this 
story discloses the conceptual underpinnings of Pruitt’s art practice. As Pruitt’s own 
recollections reveal, the questions of identity and self-invention, authenticity and strategy 
are at the heart of his life and work. A suburban boy with urbane dreams, Pruitt has 
transformed the most banal form of celebrity worship into a tactical tool. Through his 
collection of signatures, he has been able to shape his artistic persona—continuously 
imbuing himself with the mythology, glamour, sophistication, and authenticity (they are real 
signatures, after all!) that he sought in that first encounter with Woody Allen.  

More than just stardom by association, Pruitt’s twenty-five-year documentation of his 
brushes with the rich and famous also acts as a frame for our culture’s collective 
enslavement to the cult of celebrity and the entertainment-industrial complex.  

This collection of signed canvases acts like a mirror, offering a crypto-critical reflection of 
both the artist’s and our own status-seeking excess. Despite the seduction of its subject 
matter, Pruitt’s work is extremely self-conscious in tone and intent—in a way that funnily 
echoes the opening scenes of Allen’s Manhattan. As the cinemascope camera pans over the 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

cityscape in grainy black-and-white footage, Allen’s on-screen double, Isaac Davis, muses in 
a voiceover:  

Chapter One. He adored New York City. He idolized it all out of proportion.  
Eh uh, no, make that he, he romanticized it all out of proportion. Better. To him, no 
matter what the season was, this was still a town that existed in black and white and 
pulsated to the great tunes of George Gershwin. Uh, no, let me start this over. 
Chapter One: He adored New York City. To him it was a metaphor for the decay of 
contemporary culture. The same lack of individual integrity that caused so many 
people to take the easy way out was rapidly turning the town of his dreams in—no, 
it's gonna be too preachy, I mean, you know, let's face it, I wanna sell some books 
here. . . . (2) 
 

Echoing the sentiments in Allen’s famous soliloquy, Pruitt’s Autograph Collection is a paean 
to this iconic city, its denizens and all the qualities they embody. Like Manhattan, this 
collection of signed canvases is a time capsule of Pruitt’s life and artistic ambitions, as well 
as a love letter to where it all started for him. And he’s still trying to sell some paintings 
here. . . . 

 

WARHOLIANA MEETS ON KAWARA 

No one climbed the social ladder like Andy Warhol—that is, until Rob Pruitt came along. 
Pruitt was an early student of Warhol and his active “study” began at age thirteen. Not only 
did Pruitt’s mother keep the latest issues of Interview on the coffee table in the late 1970s, 
but she also had cheaply framed Warholiana on the family’s walls. Pruitt recounts his 
earliest encounters with Warhol: “The art that was over our sofa was a Cambell’s Soup Can 
reproduction, though to this day, I can’t be certain that she knew who Warhol was. My 
mother was just part of the zeitgeist. The same year I got Woody Allen’s signature, I went to 
Kramerbooks—a legendary place on Dupont Circle. It was twenty minutes from my house. 
There was an Andy Warhol book signing for his book Exposures. Without any second 
thoughts, I brought a shopping bag with ten cans of Cambell’s tomato soup and five or six 
boxes of Brillo soap pads. Not for a minute did it ever occur to me that it might appear 
pushy. I had no nervousness about having an abundance of things for him to sign. It seemed 
to be a natural thing to do. Warhol signed a copy of the book Exposures for me. I still have it. 
The dedication says, ‘For Rob.’ He signed it ‘Andy Warhol’ and when he finished the ‘L’ of 
Warhol, he continued it as a circle that enclosed the entire signature. That first night, I slept 
with the book . . . it was not uncommon for me, I was very fetishistic as a child.” (3) 

Looking back at Pruitt’s developmental arc, it’s clear that nothing happens by accident. 
Exposures was the first book that documented Andy Warhol’s own photographs of famous 
friends and acquaintances—taken during his jet-setting jaunts and infamous nocturnal 
outings. In the 1970s, Warhol was rarely seen without a camera around his neck—he was a 
paparazzo with an insider’s total access. His shutterbugging was part of “Warhol’s business-
art network,” (4) allowing Warhol not only to pursue his obsession with celebrities of all 
stripes but also to use his pictures as the basis for his thriving portrait business. Snapping 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

pictures was part of his self-documentation, and a means of drumming up clients for 
commissions. Warhol and his collaborator Bob Colacello wanted the book to be titled “Social 
Disease”(echoing his famous quote “I have Social Disease. I have to go out every night.”), 
though that title’s brutal honesty was nixed by the publisher. More than just seductive 
candid shots of the rich and famous, Exposures unveiled the inner workings of Andy 
Warhol’s enterprise. 

With that backstory in mind, it’s essential to emphasize that the young Pruitt was queuing 
up to meet Andy Warhol the Business Artist, not the Pop Legend. More than just wanting 
the trophy of his idol’s signature, Pruitt went to this signing to “study him up close, drink in 
all the details of his clothes, his posture, his speech. To absorb a bit of him.”(5) Warhol 
provided Pruitt with a paradigm. Warhol famously prophesized that business was “the next 
step after art.” His non-hierarchical combination of traditional pursuits like painting, 
photography and sculpture with social climbing, shopping, cruising and collecting trailblazed 
a path for Pruitt. In fact, Pruitt locates the precise conceptual seed for The Signature Series 
in Warhol’s commissioned portraits. “I had a copy of the catalogue published by the 
Whitney Museum for the Warhol Portrait show in 1979. I devoured that book. Long before 
Pruitt-Early collected the very first autograph as a project, I thought of the autographs I was 
collecting on raw canvas as portraits—deconstructed, de-stilled, non-conventional 
portraits.” And just as Warhol portraits were populated by a heterogeneous social mix of 
subjects—Factory superstars, art stars, “real” (Hollywood) stars and “anonymous” paying 
clients—Pruitt’s Autograph Collection enshrines a large range of characters whose social or 
artistic significance is varied and sometimes totally subjective. As Pruitt explains, “The mix of 
people represented in my Autograph Collection are like an automatic autobiography—in the 
John Cage-ian sense of automatic.”(6)  

Warhol, John Cage—not all of Pruitt’s artistic DNA can be attributed to a single paternity. In 
fact, with the work’s aesthetic austerity, cold materiality and deliberate seriality, the 
Autograph Collection is as much aligned with conceptual art as it is born out of the influence 
of “business art.” While each signature is presented as a “painting,” the works are devoid of 
pictorial content—stripped to the bare minimum. Each consists of nothing more than a 22-x-
46-inch piece of raw canvas, signed with a black marker, stretched over a 18-x-24-inch 
wooden frame, and hung in a rigid grid. Visually Pruitt’s Autograph Collection shares the 
hallmarks of the work of On Kawara—the Japanese Conceptualist whose monochromatic 
“date” paintings are similarly stripped down. In lieu of someone’s signature, Kawara 
canvases present a simple record of the date in typographical letters and are always 
presented in a line. Kawara’s work also has a diaristic dimension (albeit a minimalist one)—
the back of each date painting is lined with a newspaper clipping from the city in which the 
painting was executed.  

Additional conceptual import came from the postmodernist generation of artists.“If I were 
to do an autopsy of my twenty-four-year-old mind—when I was part of Pruitt-Early—I would 
say that I was interested in the ‘painting surrogate,’” Pruitt reminisced. “That was the term 
of that moment.” Starting in 1978, Allan McCollum created nearly identical plaster casts of 
what looked like framed and matted pictures whose pictorial plane was nothing but a black 
monochromatic surface. Titling the series “Surrogate Paintings,” these plaster objects were 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

typically hung salon style by the hundreds on the walls of galleries and museums. Emptied of 
all content, the works were meant to stand in or substitute for “real” paintings. McCollum 
stated that his interest in the “Surrogate Paintings” was primarily performative—“I was 
creating a performance, in the way that people would walk around the gallery to look at 
one, as if they were looking at content, but in fact, they were just experiencing themselves 
walking around the gallery looking at art.”(7)  

With the Signature Series, Pruitt-Early took this visually restrained, highly intellectual conceit 
and created a more pranksterlike spin on the “painting surrogate.” They too stripped the 
canvas bare, emptying it of all content—save only for a signature, a marker of authorship, 
authenticity and value. While Pruitt-Early’s Signature Series might not have originally 
intended to participate in the raging debates about “the death of painting,” the series 
should be inserted into a genealogy of self-reflexive works that address the condition of 
their own medium. As Douglas Crimp has identified in his seminal essay “The End of 
Painting,” Pruitt-Early’s Signature Series could be grouped with artists of the 1960s and ‘70s 
who “abandoned painting and coherently placed in question the ideological supports of 
painting and the ideology which painting in turn supports.” (8) In the case of Pruitt-Early, 
and later on Pruitt as a solo artist, this piece hones in on the high-art object’s dependence 
on authorship—and perhaps more precisely, branding—as the lynchpin of critical authority, 
value and meaning. By reducing painting to nothing but a set of signatures, or an 
agglomeration of brand names, Pruitt playfully—if not somewhat maliciously—skewers the 
contemporary nature of art-making as well as the appetite of the art market. It’s not what, 
it’s who... content is secondary to the authorship or brand.  

 

PEFORMING THE “SOCIAL DISEASE” 

If there is one thing most Americans remember about early colonial history, it is that John 
Hancock used his signature to take center stage. In 1776, Hancock—then President of the 
Continental Congress—signed the Declaration of Independence with a flamboyant and 
oversized writing of his name. As popular mythology goes, he signed as largely and clearly as 
possible so that King George would be able to read his name without wearing his glasses. 
Not only has John Hancock’s name become a synonym for “signature,” he set a precedent 
whereby the act of signing became a performative vehicle to signify defiance and assert a 
social presence. 

Rob Pruitt’s collection of “John Hancocks” is likewise highly performative in nature. From the 
very beginning, the overt social and performative dimension has always been at the heart of 
Pruitt’s Autograph Collection—even if it was not discussed explicitly as such to date. More 
than just an accumulation of signed canvases, the Autograph Collection can be understood 
as a twenty-odd-yearlong performance. Whether in his early days with Jack Early or working 
alone, Pruitt always carries several pieces of naked canvas as well as a supply of Sharpie 
pens in his backpack as he travels around Manhattan (or other parts of the world)—always 
ready in case of a brush with an autograph-worthy subject. More often than not, signatures 
were obtained in a public or semi-public context, most frequently at cocktail parties, gallery 
openings, museum dinners and the occasional art fair. In each of these situations, Pruitt 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

“performed” himself—not only enacting the role of the “fan” but also dramatically playing 
out his persona in the form of charming shtick in which he explained the genesis of both his 
Autograph Collection and how it relates to the arc of his career. And in putting his subject on 
the spot, Pruitt too incites his autographer to perform himself or herself, to publically 
inhabit the role of the celebrity idol asked for their coveted signature.  

In this process, Pruitt performs the self and performs the system—the art system with its 
bottomless appetite for signifiers of value, approbation and consensus and the “star” system 
that defines our collective obsession with celebrity and our current entertainment-industrial 
complex. (9) Taking Warhol’s legacy even further, Pruitt demonstrates that an artist’s work 
does not stop at the edge of the canvas or at the base of the sculpture. Every gesture—
exhibition poster, invitation card, evening out at the bar, summer vacation, or any encounter 
that could be recorded in some form of documentation—can become part of his work, 
without having to be “framed” or “declared” as art. The oral history around the Signature 
Series is no exception. 

There have been numerous memorable occasions in which I’ve witnessed and even acted as 
an accomplice in Pruitt’s double performance. Several years back, we were working together 
at Palazzo Grassi in Venice. While walking through a small campo on the way to work, I 
chanced upon the legendary Karl Lagerfeld, who was doing a preposterous photo shoot with 
a shirtless, underaged model wearing white feathered pants. I quickly phoned Pruitt who 
was at his hotel across the Grand Canal. Within minutes, he arrived slightly out of breath 
with a piece of canvas in hand. From across the square, I watched as Pruitt meekly 
approached the unmistakable fashion titan—charming him with his story and gaining 
another trophy for his Autograph Collection. Lagerfeld not only was beguiled by this 
serendipitous encounter, his larger-than-life persona seemed to be further activated by 
Pruitt’s odd request. As we left the scene, the silver-haired, black-spectacled Kaiser swanned 
around the public square even more puffed up in his flamboyant fabulousness. Likewise, at a 
dinner party during the Venice Biennale, I introduced Pruitt to President Jacques Chirac—
serving as a translator as he sweet-talked the former French head of state and his 
tablemate, the former empress of Iran, Farah Diba, to make a rare double-sided signature 
canvas. As we politely conversed en français, Monsieur le President and Her Imperial 
Majesty were more than willing to ham up their regal, stately status for all those ogling this 
unlikely-yet-historic encounter.  

Sometimes other artists turn Pruitt’s performance into a performance. Such was the case 
with the sculptor Rachel Harrison. When asked to sign during an installation of a group 
exhibition, as Pruitt recalls, “Harrison immediately ‘got’ what I was doing. She took the pen 
and wrote her signature as a backward mirror image, starting on the right-hand side.” (10) 
Even I fell prey to Pruitt’s performative trap. Surrounded by artist friends and partners-in-
crime, Pruitt asked me to sign a canvas at an art opening. While my recollection of details 
are fuzzy (it was a good party!), I remember being goaded into signing as “Alison 
GingerAss”—the moniker that was used to title the centerfold of my tush on the pages of 
Artforum in an advertorial project by Piotr Uklanski. I had completely repressed my memory 
of this episode until I saw the evidence years later (in the layout pages of this book, no less). 
Wearing a slight blush, this personal example merely serves as a testimonial to the 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

performative conundrum presented by Pruitt’s deceptively innocent invitation to sign a 
canvas. 

Rarely is the context in which a signature is collected unmemorable. Each canvas embodies a 
story, and Pruitt’s own accounts of his ongoing autograph quest remain an unwritten page-
turner of social relations. In some cases, the canvas contains a premonitory tale of a 
person’s becoming. One of the very first signatures that Pruitt-Early obtained was that of a 
young Damien Hirst before he was the Damien Hirst. As Pruitt remembers, “Just as this 
young British guy Damien finished signing, an eccentric-looking Japanese girl named Mariko 
Mori strolled up and said, ‘I'm sure you're going to want mine because I'm goin’ to be 
famous.’”(11) Even if Pruitt would never claim to be a soothsayer, he certainly was always at 
the center of the artistic zeitgeist, and these canvases provide some evidence of the social 
chemistry in New York from the late 1980s onward.  

Not all boldface names have been compliant with Pruitt’s request—but even the naysayers 
provide a memorable performance. Around the same time as his encounters with Mori and 
Hirst, Pruitt approached Matthew Barney, who was at the start of his meteoric rise to 
stardom. While back in the early 1990s Barney flatly refused out of suspicion of Pruitt’s 
motivations, he willingly signed a canvas within the past twelve months with pleasure. “No 
hard feelings,” quipped Pruitt. Barney was not alone in his apprehension. Pruitt approached 
Carolyn Kennedy at an event at MoMA and just before she was about to sign, Pruitt 
recounts, “Her husband (Edwin Schlossberg) walked up and asked what's going on. Caroline 
said, ‘I'm just about to give this nice artist my autograph.’ When he interrupted with an 
urgent ‘DON'T DO IT!’ she didn't, and they walked away. But then minutes later, having just 
witnessed this act of political paranoia, Mayor Bloomberg walked up and said, ‘What just 
happened?’ and he gladly gave me his.” (12) 

Whether signed in the early days of would-be celebrity, at the height of fame, or in the pit of 
infamy, Pruitt provides a bare canvas on which the subject performs and projects a 
memento of their social status. In lieu of a picture, each canvas is the crystallization of an 
ambition, an ego, a state of mind, or a gesture, and each canvas is only further complicated 
by time and distance, by the ways in which the participants are alternately erased or edified 
within contemporary culture. Unlike the work of other artists who gratuitously traffic in the 
signifiers of celebrity—Francesco Vezzoli and Alex Israel, to name a few of the Lady Gaga–
exploiting usual suspects—Pruitt resists the impulse to blind us with the incandescent 
entries in his rolodex of famous friends. Whereas Vezzoli and Israel both seek to critically 
deconstruct celebrity, their respective projects are often waylaid by the specifically camp 
vehicle of their own star worship. As a counterpoint, Pruitt’s collection serves not only as an 
index documenting the pleasure we find in the roiling tides of public recognition, but also as 
a constantly shifting mirror of our own relationships to the dichotomy of fandom versus 
fame. By deciding to publish an image of each signature accompanied by handwriting 
analysis, Pruitt is only amplifying the social significance of this collection, further rupturing 
the membrane of the surface in a way that works to give us all what we want: more. 
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