RICHARD DIEBENKORN

American, 1922 - 1993

Untitled, 1949

oil on canvas

​​​​​​

Richard Diebenkorn was early recognized as an important figure on both the East and West Coasts of the United States, beginning with his first solo museum exhibition in 1948 at the California Palace of the Legion of Honor.  This was a formidable time for the young artist, who quickly assimilated the lessons of early modernists like Cezanne, Picasso and Matisse.  Diebenkorn was also looking at the work of Clifford Still and Mark Rothko, visiting professors at the California School of Fine Arts, San Francisco, where Diebenkorn taught.  During this time, he belonged to a circle of California artists that included David Park, Elmer Bischoff and Hassel Smith, who were also experimenting with an abstract idiom.

The late 1940s mark the Sausalito period of Diebenkorn’s first abstract style, which celebrates a landscape of open spaces.  The artist consciously abandoned the illusion of three-dimensional space for an integrated, all-over composition.  In this painting, one can see Diebenkorn working through the resolution of figure to ground relationships. The creative tension between line and color suggests simultaneously a deliberate and spontaneous application of paint.  Diebenkorn’s freedom of gesture recalls the improvisational Jazz music that he began listening to at this time. 

ELLSWORTH KELLY

American, born 1923

​​​​​​
Blue Panel, 1980

oil on canvas

Between 1948 and 1954 Kelly lived in Paris, where he began to represent his chance observation of shapes in the surrounding urban landscape.  Inspired by the transient appearance of things, he seeks to extract a particular color and shape to express in fundamental forms the emotional and sensual poignancy of an aesthetic moment.

Hanging isolated on a large expanse of wall, Kelly’s paintings appear to give color the density and mass of a corporeal substance.  Eschewing traditional methods of representing the illusion of volumetric forms within a painted canvas, Kelly presents the entirety of his colored panel -- which he carefully shapes and orients -- as a figure hovering before the wall on which it is mounted. 

The visceral blue that the artist applies as a uniform hue across the entire surface gives the panel a certain voluptuousness.  By confining colors to simple geometric forms, Kelly asserts their immediate, irrevocable identity and prevents them from taking on symbolic and associative values.  The artist works intuitively, developing a complicity of form and color through his experimentation with various media.  He usually starts with a sketch, sometimes a collage, continually adjusting shape and hue as he begins to paint. 

FRIEDEL DZUBAS

American, born Germany, 1915 - 1994

Grade, 1981

Magna acrylic on canvas

Dzubas’ mature paintings since the 1960s assimilated his early interest in German Romanticism and Expressionism with post-war American abstraction.  His association with pioneering artists of the New York School and a younger generation of abstract painters like Helen Frankenthaler, Jules Olitski and Kenneth Noland influenced his search for a more spontaneous approach to painting. 

Over the years, Dzubas abandoned traditional painting techniques for a more experimental style. He changed from oil paint to Magna acrylic in 1965 and found that he could achieve the same brilliance and luminosity with thin veils of acrylic color.  By the early 1980s, Dzubas eliminated his preliminary preparations of sketching and priming, thereby inviting spontaneity and accident into his painting process.  Although he typically coated his canvas with a gesso primer before painting, he began to apply it so thinly that the pigment was almost immediately absorbed into the ground, making it impossible for him to revise and rework his compositions.  Dzubas heightened his color drama -- a drama characterized as quintessentially Baroque by some critics-- by varying the density of his paint. His rectangular forms appear to ebb and flow in an orchestrated movement across the surface of the picture plane. 
HANS HOFMANN

American, born Germany, 1880 - 1966

Landscape, 1940

oil on board

Avoiding traditional modeling and perspective systems, Hans Hofmann represented volume and space through overlapping planes and strong color contrasts.  His talent at manipulating Cubist design and Fauvist color suggested new possibilities for making abstract forms dynamic and expressive.  

This painting belongs to a group of landscapes, painted directly from nature, that Hofmann worked on during the summers in Provincetown between 1936 and 1944.  Above the pulsating planes of greens and reds, yellows and blues, he represented a series of small cottages along a clearly defined horizon line.  Anticipating his mature, abstract style, this painting reveals a loosening up of technique and gradual dissolution of recognizable forms into faceted planes of color.  Hofmann claimed to have never fully abandoned nature as his model, although his paintings after the mid-1940s become increasingly abstract and improvisational.

From 1934 until his retirement in 1958, the art schools that he estab​lished in New York City and Provincetown, Massachusetts influenced an entire generation of American painters.  His students included Robert Motherwell, Louise Nevelson, Helen Franken​thaler and Lee Krasner.  As a teacher and a painter, he remains one of the most influential American artists of the twentieth century.

JACKIE FERRARA

American, born 1929

A201 Ribalt, 1979

pine 

Jackie Ferrara’s elegant sculptures are both architectural and figural, referring to pyramids and towers but also to the human body. By creating openings in the structure, Ferrara not only engages the surrounding space but also endows her volumes with a breathing life force.  In contrast to Minimalist sculptors to whom she is often compared, Ferrara introduces irregularities to her work -- twisting and asymmetrical compositions -- that convey energy and process.  Carefully planned out in a series of graph paper drawings, the sculptures are balanced and suspended in time.     

Ferrara began working with wood in 1974, developing a vocabulary of shapes informed by her method of cutting, stacking, nailing and gluing lengths of pine purchased from ordinary lumberyards.  At first the sculptures were small, squat and stair-like.  Robert Smithson’s series of ziggurat sculptures titled Mirror Stratum (1966) and Glass Stratum (1967) influenced her direction.  Ferrara, who was also interested in the architecture of Louis Kahn, Frank Lloyd Wright and Louis Barragon, sought to increase the scale of her work and by 1977, the pyramidal towers emerged.  From this body of work, Ferrara slowly and naturally gravitated towards the construction of permanent sculptures integrated into a site.

JULES OLITSKI

American, born Russia, 1922

Irkutsk III, 1970

acrylic on canvas

One day in 1965 Jules Olitski said that he wanted to “spray color into the air and somehow have it remain there.”  He was making a joke, poking fun at a statement that his friend, British artist Anthony Caro, had made about wanting to emphasize the materiality of sculpture.  However, the very next day, Olitski set out to do just that -- create paintings that appear as if they were composed only of light and color.  He rented a spray gun and began experimenting with a technique of painting that would consume him for almost a decade. 

Olitski found that by using the spray gun to apply paint to the surface of the canvas, he was able to avoid the muddying of color in transitional areas between hues, which was an inevitable result of the stain technique with which he had experimented during the early 1960s.  With the spray gun, Olitski could keep his colors distinct and create the appearance of a smoothly modulated surface by applying his colors in overlapping layers.  The individual droplets of pigment appear to fuse together in the eye of the observer.  He also discovered that he could introduce the drama of chiaroscuro into his color fields by varying the thickness of the paint across the surface.  In Irkutsk III, these effects are subtle as the surfaces seem to dissolve into a mist of color and light. 

MASAYUKI  NAGARE

Japanese, born 1923

Sound of Stars, 1966

black granite

Masayuki Nagare’s approach to sculpture reflects a reverence for nature that he assimilated while practicing Shinto and Zen Buddhism.  As a teenager, he lived in several temples in Kyoto where he studied the patterns of rocks, plants and water created by traditional landscape artists.  Over the course of a long career, Nagare himself designed many gardens where his sculptures activate and integrate spaces.  The artist’s keen sense of design was probably one of the factors that attracted architects like Marcel Breuer, Philip Johnson, Eero Saarinen and Minoru Yamasaki as friends.  Beginning in the 1960s, Nagare received a steady stream of commissions to create monumental sculptures for public plazas, including Cloud Fortress (1969-75) for the World Trade Center in New York City. 

Although Nagare has earned a reputation for heroic sculptures, he is just as comfortable creating smaller pieces like the one owned by the Pattons.  He believes every stone embodies a spirit to be revealed by the artist.  In Sound of Stars, an early work, Nagare expresses the harmony of nature through the union of opposing elements and forces.  Smooth, curving forms, representing the feminine aspect of life, contrast with roughly hewn surfaces that suggest a masculine counterpart. The lyrical title of the sculpture suggests a Zen koan, a phrase that initially appears paradoxical, but ultimately becomes a source of wisdom through meditation. 

MILTON AVERY

American, 1885 - 1965

Seaside Strollers, 1963

oil on canvas board

Milton Avery has been called America’s Matisse.  Certainly his use of saturated colors and simplified form recall the French master’s Fauve style of painting.  But Avery himself did not think he painted at all like Matisse, whose art was a bit too hedonistic for his American sense of taste.  Avery’s view of nature was more pragmatic than idealistic; he sought to represent the immediate appearance of things and to avoid using artistic means for merely decorative effect.  However close to abstraction Avery came in his use of color and his simplification of form, his art remained naturalistic, tied to his direct experience of a specific time and place.  It was Avery’s ability to create a sense of volume and space using color alone that attracted the younger generation of New York painters, including Mark Rothko and Adolph Gottlieb, to his art. 

Painted in the last year of his life, Seaside Strollers exemplifies Avery’s late style.  Although the artist typically made pencil and watercolor sketches before beginning an oil painting, in these late works he went directly to the canvas.  He was able to achieve a sense of immediacy by applying his pigment in thin washes of color using quick, precise brushstrokes; his oils capture the translucency and evanescence of watercolor.  Avery’s strict economy of means also lends poignancy to his scene, which teeters on the edge of abstraction.  

PER KIRKEBY

Danish, born 1938

Winter, 1999

oil on canvas

Per Kirkeby’s multi-faceted activities as artist, poet, novelist, filmmaker and geologist converge in his sublime landscapes. Winter conveys the awesome beauty and solitary silence of the glacial environment with which Kirkeby became acquainted during his geological fieldwork in Greenland in 1958.  The scale in Winter is deliberately vague, suggesting either a close-up, cross section of a retreating ice field with cave-like depressions or a bird’s eye view of an arctic panorama.  Kirkeby’s art integrates the nineteenth century Northern Romantic tradition of landscape painting with the freedom of brushstroke defined by the Abstract Expressionists of the mid-twentieth century. 

In the 1980s, Kirkeby garnered international recognition as he became identified with a group of European Neo-Expressionist artists, including George Baselitz and Anselm Kiefer.  Kirkeby sets himself apart from his peers by pointing to his approach to color as a distinguishing feature.  He spends several months building up a canvas with broad strokes of paint and then meticulously applying hatchings of colored lines to the surface. 
The paintings of the 1990s are more consistently harmonious in color, light and composition than his earlier works.  Winter is a classic example of Kirkeby’s unified and ecological vision, where form and theme dramatically merge. 

PHILIP PEARLSTEIN

American, born 1924

White House Ruin, Canyon de Chelly-Morning, 1975

oil on canvas

Although Philip Pearlstein is best known for his studies of the nude, landscape painting formed the foundation of his art.  Many of his early paintings in the 1950s were interpretations of fractured, primordial rocks painted in an Abstract Expressionist style.  When Pearlstein changed direction in 1961 and began painting models from life in the studio, he interpreted the figure as a landscape.  Solidly built up and modeled like peaks and valleys, Pearlstein’s cool, detached figures shocked the art world in their departure from prevailing expressionist styles and references to traditional naturalism. 

Landscape reemerged as a subject matter for Pearlstein after a trip to the Southwest in the summer of 1974, courtesy of the United States government.  In celebration of the Bicentennial, The Department of the Interior commissioned a group of artists to paint American scenes from across the continent and sponsored a touring exhibition, “America 1976.”  Pearlstein, a member of the Advisory Panel for the project, painted two views for the show, White House Ruin, Canyon de Chelly rendered in both morning and afternoon light.  They are rare examples of the artist’s experimentation with large-scale, plein-air painting in oil.  Painting in oil outdoors proved too difficult and the artist soon turned to the watercolor medium to interpret scenery, a practice that continues to appeal to the romantic side of Pearlstein’s sensibility. 

ROBERT MOTHERWELL

American, 1915 - 1991

Royal Fireworks Music, 1974

paper, acrylic and canvas on gypsum board

Robert Motherwell liked to work in several media at once.  In addition to the Abstract Expressionist paintings for which he is best known, from the beginning of his career, he worked simultaneously in the medium of collage and, later, printmaking. Not only did he enjoy the distinct physical nature of each medium, but he also used them to convey different meanings. Motherwell felt his paintings were primarily subjective, developing from an “inner pressure” in his unconscious self.  In contrast, his collage was inspired by chance encounters with the social world.  In both collages and paintings, his initial inspiration was often a matter of chance, but in contrast to his paintings, his collages were representations of specific fragments relating to his studio life.  These fragments became significant for the artist because their unusual color or shape, texture or pattern sparked the memory of a particularly meaningful experience.

Royal Fireworks Music was created during the most productive period of Motherwell’s collage making.  The artist would commonly incorporate details from his earlier works.  This collage reveals none of the personal trauma of the five major heart operations that he underwent in 1974.  Instead, Royal Fireworks Music expresses the joie de vivre that Motherwell often conveyed through his collage technique.

ROBERT STACKHOUSE

American, born 1942

Untitled (Approaching Blue Diviner), 1990

watercolor and charcoal on paper on linen

In the 1970s, Robert Stackhouse began creating temporary outdoor and indoor installations that functioned physically and metaphorically as passageways of discovery and transformation.  From the beginning of his career, heroically scaled watercolor drawings always figured prominently.  Sometimes they were exhibited on a gallery or museum wall as the central focus of an installation, viewed by visitors walking through an elongated, A-frame structure made from wooden beams covered with lath.

Untitled (Approaching Blue Diviner) was painted after the installation, a practice that enables Stackhouse to reflect upon his work and envision new directions.  The artist interprets the architectural forms of his temporary sculpture from a vantage point that captures the abstract quality of the work reinforced by the play of light and shadow on its surface.  Stackhouse often uses an intense blue color in both sculptures and watercolors for its references to sky and water.  The drawing’s epic scale envelops the viewer and reinforces these environmental associations.

Nautical imagery, recalling the hulls of ships and the bellies of whales, surfaces in many of Stackhouse’s works.  The artist has maintained a consistent vision that can be appreciated on many levels -- from the sheer beauty and physicality of the drawings and sculptures to their ancient and metaphysical associations. 

SEAN SCULLY

American, born Ireland, 1945

Red Durango, 1991

oil on linen

Over the course of his career, Sean Scully has developed a vocabulary for the stripe that expresses a wide range of emotions and ideas.  Within a seemingly narrow iconography, the artist has produced brilliantly nuanced effects by experimenting with the dimension, color and composition of the stripe in its vertical, horizontal and diagonal orientations.  By constructing his paintings on a heroic scale in multi-paneled arrangements, he injects a sculptural quality that heightens the work’s texture and design. 

As an art student in the late 1960s, Scully became acquainted with the paintings of Mark Rothko whose spirit can be sensed in such works as Red Durango.  Multiple layers of oil paint; soft, irregular edges; and rich colors that emanate light define this important work whose title refers to the Mexican city and state, an area rich in minerals and ferrous metals.  Part of the beauty of Red Durango emerges from the artist’s masterful synthesis of balance and movement arising from different widths of horizontal and vertical stripes in multiple fields.

Scully’s paintings reflect his experience of landscape and architectural spaces.  During a trip to Morocco in 1969, the artist was captivated by the strips of multi-colored dyed wool that hung in the market.  Such observations have inspired him to produce paintings of compelling intensity.

SIAH ARMAJANI

American, born Iran, 1939

Notations for Streets, No. 14, 1992

mixed media, liquitex paint on cardboard

Siah Armajani bridges, reading rooms, and other public art commissions with which he has been involved since the late 1960s are designed to represent traditional American ideals of community and social responsibility.  Inspired by the democratic principles of Thomas Jefferson, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and especially by the writings of American philosopher and educator John Dewey, Armajani believes in the social value of incorporating art into everyday life.  He draws attention to the beauty of vernacular culture by using materials and forms common to the urban and rural landscape of the Midwest. 

Armajani has also explored architectural forms as metaphors for community in the Streets series, which he produced between 1992 and 1993.  Working at studio scale, the artist represents miniature scenes using ready-made dollhouse furniture that capture the “neighborliness” of American middle-class domestic architecture.  The wall-hung assemblages and small, freestanding sculptures are meditations on the idea of space as a social and philosophic construction.  In Notations #14, Armajani adopts the vertical ordering of space common to Persian miniatures and traditional Japanese landscape painting.  His assemblage of objects-- bay window, silo, picket fencing, as well as a textual fragment by William Carlos Williams--serve as metonyms for a vast landscape of American middle-class values and ideals. 
