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Introduction: Unaccustomed as I am to public speaking... I have—We have tonight Philip
Pearlstein... who is accustomed. (laughs) (laughter) And... he’s an old friend of many years...
and also an old friend of Skowhegan, who’s come back to address... you... (laughter) I don’t
know what he’s going to say—I know what he’s going to say! (laughs) And I give you to him
now. (Applause)

Speaker: I brought a lot of slides to show... and also a movie. And... a letter that was written to
me asking some questions. I don’t know what order to introduce these things. But... this has
been a very interesting year for me, mostly because—not because of my own work, but because
of the work of other painters... I’ve been kind of dragged along... in a sense. And... Well, 'm
referring to the people who paint from photographs, the so-called New Realists, who are... let’s
say, a younger generation than “Paul Jordans” and myself. And... the fact that they’ve been so
successful, or at least have attracted so much attention, has brought along certain other painters,
like myself sort of... with—It’s hard to explain. I don’t want to sound like (recording flaw, no
sound) Anyway, let me read this letter; it kind of is typical of some of the things that have come
up this year. It’s written by somebody named Dr. Peter Segar (phonetic) from West Germany;
and he says... “Dear Mr. Pearlstein, Perhaps Mr. Von Dosland (phonetic) told you that I’'m going

to write a book about the various kinds of contemporary Realism. The Realism in the way you



are painting should be represented in this book too. I note that it is hard working after Ludo
Colterman’s (phonetic) publication about the same subject,: which, by the way, is reviewed in
the current issue of Newsweek, which I bought on the way up here. He’s given a very negative
review. “Therefore I would be glad if you could give a statement, one or two pages, about your
work that should be published in my book in full length. How do you understand Realism today
as opposed to 19" century Realism. .. your specifical [sic] kind of Realism? How would you see
the relation between the outside reality and the pictorial reality? The relation between reality and
illusion? Of which importance are photos for your paintings? Which influence or relation do
you see between Pop art and New Realism? Are there any older Realists who have been of any
importance for your work? Such a statement many artists of USA and Europe have promised me
for my book; and I would be very glad if you could participate in it too. There is still another
question, please. Since which time you are painting in a realistic manner?” (laughter) I don’t
mean to be making fun of the grammar; I’m just reading what he’s written. “Which style your
paintings look like before that time? For your information...” and so on, about the publisher.
“Let me know your answer as soon as possible, please, because my text must be finished in
August.” Well, I wrote him an answer... which... I’ll read, because it’s easier to read than to tell
it. I’ve since—I did meet the man later... I had a show... This has nothing to do with New
Realism. I was invited to have a show of drawings and graphic works in West Germany. And
this was set up really before New Realism became a household word... And then when I was in
West Germany, [ went to the opening of the big show called Documenta, which is a big avant-
garde show in Europe in—held in Kassel... And this year they featured New Realism, along with
abstraction. I was not—I was originally invited to show; and then I was dropped out of the show
by the time it was really organized. But I thought it would be interesting to go anyway... since |
was already there. And I ran into this fellow, this Dr. Peter Segar (phonetic), who told me that
my answer was too long... (laughter) even though in the letter he says they would publish it in
the book at full length, he said they would have to cut it down to about a third of the size... that I
wrote. Anyway, what I wrote originally was... “Nineteenth century Realism meant nothing to
me when I decided to try to paint realistically myself. Now I can look at the work of painters
like Ingres or “Jericho” with great interest; but it is too late in my development to learn from
them. What really set me off investigating problems of realism was the impact on me of the art

of antiquity, particularly Greek vase painting and Roman painting, as in the Villa of the



Mysteries in Pompeii. Drawing was never a problem for me, but what to do with it was. What
does one do with a realistic drawing of a nude figure, the kind that everyone does in art school?
Somehow it has to be transposed into a formal context... It has to become the basis of painting.
Subject matter as such, the nude and all its associative values, has very little to do with the
problem as far as I am concerned. It is the architectonics of how the figure works in terms of the
composition that is what it is all about. And the lesson I got from the painters of Greek vases
and Roman frescoes was a clear demonstration of the relationships of the shapes that result from
the gestures of the figure to the background spaces. In considering the shapes of the figures as
well as the resulting spaces—surrounding spaces—as abstract elements, it is that which I study
in the works I visit in museums, whether it’s Egyptian, Byzantine, Japanese prints, as well as
paintings of Seurat and Matisse. All these have taught me how to deal with realism in painting.
About 1960 I wanted to reinstate—" I mean that literally. Someone who read this said it
sounded like I was boasting, but I was. (laughter) “About 1960 I wanted to reinstate nature into
painting, but devoid of the storytelling aspect of so much of Realism. I wanted to use the forms
of the body in a still life aspect, rather than a moralizing or philosophizing aspect... to be formal.
But I found myself becoming obsessive about recreating on the canvas the sense of the presence
of the particular forms of the models as I saw them, under the particular lighting and the
particular space of my studio. In order to do that I had to suppress all the previous ideas of
correct drawing, rules of proportion, or knowledge of anatomy, and learn to rely on my eyes
alone. And in doing that I found that I had destroyed in my work one of the most basic elements
of formality in art. That is, I removed the sense of polite distance, the cushion of air or
atmosphere that most painters of formal values in nature, such as Chardin or Ingres, have been
careful to preserve. I seem to have succeeded in impolitely pushing the flesh I painted into the
face of the observer. Scale plays some part in that. Over-life-size figures have always been
done, but usually for situations where the painting is to be viewed at the distance. And over-
sized figure in an easel painting is another matter; but I originally over-scaled the figure to give
myself room into which to fully commit myself to all the details... but to paint them with my
bristle brushes, ‘cause I instinctively”—I crossed something out here—*I instinctively rejected
the idea of painting with sable brushes, with fine points, which would, have course, have
permitted me to work as tiny as a Flemish illuminator... but I saw that the roughness of the paint

produced by a bristle brush helps me achieve a greater sense of tangibility to make a form exist



in my painted space. I find that quality lacking in paint that is too smooth and evenly applied. I
find too that working over-sized rather than small and optically correct”— or rather than small
and optically correct, comma—‘gives me the sense of duplicating the form at actual size, while
scaling it down to a smaller size involves me in a process of translation. It is the actual visual
and painting experience in trying to capture what I see that is all-important, rather than concern
about how another sees my work, just as the consideration of how the gestures or attitudes of the
figure relates to its space concerns me more than its symbolic or psychological meaning to
others.” I’'m sorry it’s so long. I didn’t realize it. (laughter) “Photographs are of no use to me as
a basis for working, because they would preempt for me all that is interesting in the process of
painting.” I think I’ll stop reading. It goes on for another page. The only other thing I said that
had kind of meaning was that... “Pop art uses images, often photographs, for their iconographic
value. As an art form it has a great potential for social comment or propaganda, which has been
realized only rarely; and when it succeeds, it is not dependent on the coherent development of
identifiable forms in a measurable space, as Realism is, whether old or new. Likewise the
painting of forms in space that succeeds is not dependent on its symbolism.” Well... that says
most of everything I was going to say during the evening. (laughs) One of the things I brought
was a film that the museum in Berlin asked me to have made to show along with this exhibition
of prints and drawings. Maybe the only thing that’s really interesting about the film is that it was
photographed by one of the girls who had been a model of mine for several years. She has also
become very important to me in the process of... working on etchings; because I started working
with someone else—I’d never made an etching before about a year and a half ago... and I got
terribly hung up on some of the technical problems... And this girl was posing for the etching,
because I was making the etchings directly from the models... And she offered her help, and said
she had an MFA degree from lowa in printmaking; and had worked with “Mr. Lezansky”
(phonetic) there for several years as his assistant. And she’s... She was just terrific. But she also
did this film which you’ll see. I’ll show the film now... It... maybe answers some of the
questions that might come up later. It’s of me working on... first on a lithograph drawing...
working directly on an aluminum plate, with grease crayon. And my younger daughter, who’s
dressed up in her ballet outfit, was posing for me. The next part has to do with working on an

etching—aquatint—on a copper plate; and the last part is making a brush drawing—a wash



drawing—with a Japanese brush. It takes about ten minutes. After that I’ll show you other

slides.

(FILM RUNS—mnot recorded) (Applause)

Speaker: It’s only the beginning... I think the fact that one of my models made the movie and
also has become my chief printer, in a sense—technical assistant on etchings—indicates a kind
of change in relationship between artists and models, say. It’s not the kind of thing you have
with Picasso or any of the 19" century painters... where models were always sort of on the same
level with street walkers.... Most of the models today are at least, you know, the social,
intellectual equals of the artist. And I think that makes a great deal of difference in the way I
paint them at any rate. The... I guess we can start showing the slides that I brought. I’ve had—
As I said before, this has been a very strange year for me. First there was that show at the Sidney
Janus Gallery; it was called “Sharp-Focus Realism,” in which I was presented as a grandfather
image, which was very... kind of funny.... Of course I didn’t have to be in the show; I mean |
could have said I didn’t want to. But there was no reason to, especially since several of the
people in the show were rather good friends of mine or had been students of mine. So... ’'ma
grandfather. (laughs) Then after that—or right before that, I had a show in Germany... another
show in Germany, in Cologne... In Germany in the last couple of years, somehow... New
Realism—or whatever you want to call it—Sharp Focus Realism, Radical Realism—has become
the dominant movement. It almost is bigger, as a movement, than Conceptual Art in Germany. I
think here the opposite is true. But they have a great deal of interest in it, and right now they
had—This year they had Howard Kanowitz come to Cologne, and live there, and be the New
Realist in residence... in a sense. (laughter) And there’s one man in Germany who’s built up a
fantastic collection of American art. He’s rather a young collector, though, so he started after the
era of the Abstract Expressionists. And his... collection, most of which is at (unintelligible), is
very heavy on New Realism. He has one of almost every kind. They also have a great many
Realist artists of their own; and they’re all in this kind of Sharp Focus or Photocopy types. My
position in the movement is very, you know, ambiguous; because... I think I was in some of the
first show because people assumed I painted from photographs; and when they find out that I
don’t, there’s always this kind of shock of... disapproval or at least disbelief; and they wish that I



did. They also wish that I would switch to using an airbrush. (laughter) The... At any rate, the
show in Germany—I don’t know what the reactions to it were. I’ve received some clippings, but
no one’s been able—I haven’t had anyone translate them into English. I think I’'m a little afraid
to. But I have slides of that show. Also I had a show of work—new work. There was some new
work in the show... in Cologne... But I had a show entirely of new work at the Frumkin Gallery
in March... or April... So I have slides of all three of these shows, plus slides of an older group
of work. So I’ll start...(unintelligible)

SLIDE

(pause) This is the way I started to paint shortly after I arrived in New York. This was done
about 1950 or ’51. I was studying art history at the time at NYU. I was also doing commercial
work, that is, working with a (unintelligible)—working with a designer of industrial
catalogues... mostly on plumbing catalogues. And I got caught up with using some of the—
Maybe I should put it down and get out of your way. (laughs) I got caught up using some of the
diagrams from the plumbing catalogues as the basis of making pictures. And I used the
diagrams—the plumbing diagrams, that is—strictly in a symbolic way. I mean it was a simple
kind of symbolism. Like there’s one painting of a shower... you know, just the plumbing part of
it... of the shower head, and then the two... what do you call it? Faucets? Knobs. Yeah, the two
little handles... Or hands... and then the faucet was a penis—And anyway, it was raping a girl,
who was another plumbing fixture. (laughter) From that... I progressed (laughter) to the comic
book. Now I was very serious about the symbolism; I was really caught up in it, and I worked
for several years that way. And [—As I say, it coincided with my study—my formal study or art
history. And when it occurred to me that comic books were a great source of ready-made
symbolism, I took this one of Superman—It was straight from the frame—from one of the things
in the comic strip—but it also coincides amazingly with Michelangelo’s picture of God
separating Day from Night. (laughter) So for me it had... you know, worked on a couple of
levels. (laughter) At the same time I was very much influenced, as you can see, by the Abstract
Expressionists... and probably by Soutine... I think at that time—just in those years there was a
very large Soutine retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art. And I also liked Japanese and

Chinese landscape painting. Somehow I put them all together... with Superman. But I had a



series of paintings like this. There was one of the Statue of Liberty... that I remember; there was
another one of the American eagle. I was starting one of Dick Tracy when... I made one of
those stupid decisions. Friends of mine organized a cooperative gallery downtown. It was one
of the first; it was called the Tanager Gallery. And I wanted very much to be part of that. They
came up to look at my work, and they saw these paintings... of Superman and the Statue of
Liberty and so-forth; and were horrified... (laughs) And there was just a stunned silence; and I
made one of those—as I say, one of those dumb decisions. I wanted to be part of the group more
than I wanted to go on with symbolism... of this type. And I soon began painting landscape
images in very much the same style, based on rocks. For me it really didn’t involve too much—I

mean the rock was also a ready-made kind of symbol. And... up the next one...

SLIDE

This was the kind of painting I began doing within two or three months... over—using the same
canvases. The only one I kept was Superman... ‘cause there’s not really that—any stylistic
difference; it was simply a slight change in subject. And I joined the gallery. I mean they
accepted me. (laughs) A couple of years later Clement Greenberg was putting together
something called “A New Talent”—not “A New Talent”— “Emerging Talent” show, which the
Kootz Gallery held periodically; whenever somebody else canceled a show, they would get
together some work of young painters and present it. And Clement Greenberg included me in
one of those. And when he came down to the studio to select a painting, I showed him
“Superman” just in passing... and his reaction was, “You really had something going there. You
should have stuck with it.” (laughs) (audience makes sympathetic noises) And then... within a
year or so Larry Rivers was showing “George Washington Crossing the Delaware” and so forth,
and Pop art started. And I had missed the boat. (laughter) But I had a great time painting these;
and I worked in this manner for... oh... almost the next ten years. These were done from rocks,
which I picked up on Deer Island—or a lot of them were done from drawings on the coast of
Deer Isle. And for me rocks, as I said, had this ready-made symbolism; they represented really
almost anything you wanted them to... something very basic, elemental, even violent. But
mostly for me they had a built-in kind of abstract composition, the kind of dynamics which I had

absorbed, as I said, from Chinese art as well as from De Kooning... from studying Watteau, for



instance, as well as from... Franz Kline. And I began just looking at the rocks for, I guess,

diagonal movement, juxtapositions of forms, one thing bashing into another. Okay, next.

SLIDE

This was one of the ones that was in my first one-man show down at the Tanager Gallery. And
the show had a very curious reaction. Tenth Street at that point was really in the heartland of
Abstract Expressionism. Willem De Kooning has his studio in the next building, you know, two
flights up; Milton Resnick was there; Philip Guston was always dropping around... Jack
Tworkov was around the corner... Franz Kline would occasionally come by. You really got to
know everyone; and when my show opened we had a tremendously sympathetic audience. It
was—Our shows opened on Friday nights, early in the evening; and then later in the evening
were the meetings of the... Oh, what was it called? ... the—It was just called “The Club,” but
actually it was made up of the Abstract Expressionist painters, who went and had discussions,
panel discussions and so forth. As the 10™ Street galleries grew in number, you know, they
attracted this whole audience who would go down... We would coordinate out openings; all the
galleries would open on the same Friday night, so you’d have all these shows; then everybody
would drift over to the meetings of The Club. And it was a marvelous atmosphere. It was like a
super-graduate school. (laughter) And you had—You also had immediate criticism... and most
of these shows, of course, didn’t survive the criticism. Most of the artists didn’t survive—young
artists didn’t survive... because the criticisms that you would get were very frank, very direct,
very brutal... very often. (laughs) People said exactly what they thought... and... a lot of young
artists were crushed by this kind of thing too. Well... I guess I had been masquerading as an
Abstract Expressionist; and when my show came on everybody sensed something else going on.
I mean, for me it was a—1I never pretended I was doing anything else. For me this was a painting
of a cliff; it was actually done from a rock which I held in my hand as I developed the painting. I
introduced a little bit of sky, I guess, in the upper corner there, to help give it scale. The scale—
the sky gave it scale, but it also turns it into a kind of semblance of a real landscape; because I
also discovered that a tiny rock could also look—You know, any part of any rock can also look

like a whole cliff, or a whole section of the world.... Next.



SLIDE

I graduated from rocks to tree groups. This was also drawn on Deer Isle.... The—It’s simply
more complex. This was actually done about... four or five years after the previous painting.
This was a wash drawing... and at this point... I had been doing—I had continued working for
this man on the plumbing catalogues all these years; and I’d become a very terrific draftsman... I
thought. (laughs) But anyway, I was used to working with a brush, mostly for making corrections
of errors done with a ruling pen. But I just fell in love with these Japanese silk brushes... and I
never really drew with a pencil; I was always drawing with this brush and wash. And when I
went out to Deer Isle I just went—This was the first vacation I had had, I guess, for a number of
years; and I just graduated immediately from drawing plumbing details to drawing roots and
rocks... but doing it in exactly the same way, being as accurate as I could. So I outlined every
little, you know, bit of the root there, and so forth—Which is still the way I draw... And then I
developed paintings from these back in New York City. Next slide, please.

SLIDE

Incidentally, what I just showed you was a painting; it wasn’t a drawing. I’m sorry; I got
confused. The painting was done in a wash technique, experimenting with turpentine washes.
Then this was another painting, elaborated, you know, with thick paint. And... I was fooling
around with different ways of approaching how to handle the medium, that’s all. But it was done
from one of the drawings done... about during that same summer. And it’s quite a large
painting; it’s about six feet wide. And I worked on it for the better part of... you know, one
whole winter. Again this was later; this was about *67, I think. And at this point I was working
with Life magazine. I had left my plumbing catalogues and became a paste-up man in the
editorial layout section of Life Magazine, where I spent the days cropping photographs in
different sizes and pasting up in these dummy layouts. That’s where I met Mrs. Shahn, though
she doesn’t remember it. The... Working with those photographs all day long--Again, this is
something that comes in retrospect, rather than having been conscious of it earlier—gave me a
chance to fool around with scale; and...the... art director would present me with this pile of

stuff, all these photographs... in a kind of layout, several variations on how to present the same



story... with the photographs scaled to different sizes. And then the artist sitting there would
send down the photographs to the... I forget what it’s called now—the... Photostat place, which
was in the same building. And you’d get back Photostats of the original photograph done in
different sizes. And then you would crop it to fit the layout. What interested me most in this
process at that point was what happened around... you know, in the framing part, in the part that
was thrown away. And it always seemed to me that they threw away the most interesting parts
of the photographs. And—but also I was quite interested with the fact that once you removed the
center of interest, as it were, what happened around the edges was quite abstract, devoid of any
literary meaning. And I became, I guess, kind of intrigued with some of the compositional
things which happened, which coincided with ideas I’d been playing around in this series of
paintings. Well it didn’t mean much to me at the time. I was in this kind of way of keeping from
going mad... but at the end of my first year there I got a Fulbright Fellowship, which took me to
Italy, and away from that commercial world... And for the first time I was really able to devote

myself fully to drawing and painting. Next slide...

SLIDE

I made—I spent most of that year working in the Roman Forum, making drawings of Roman
ruins, which were a kind of a natural extension of drawing the rocks on the coast of Maine; they
had all the same... compositional movements. And that summer I went down to the Amalfi
Drive and spent a month or so at Positano, drawing the cliffs. I made four drawings, which
took—Each one took about a week, just carefully delineating each segment of the rocks... and
then, on the last day—because, as the sun moved, of course, the play of shadows changed
radically; so what it was like at ten o’clock in the morning had absolutely no relationship to what
it looked like say at two in the afternoon... which made me wonder very much about the
Impressionists... You know, how could they actually... paint out of doors? I mean, Monet—so
he went back to the same haystack, day after day, and so forth.... But that’s really a very, you
know, one-shot kind of solution. You get it twice. You get it with the cathedral. But what about
all of the others? I mean, you stand in front of a landscape and it changes as you look at it.

Well, my way of dealing with that was to put off putting on the shadows until the very last day,
and to do it as fast as I could. (laughter) So at least I had the structure all there; and I chose the
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light at the moment I wanted it; and then I just hung it onto the drawing. Well this was a

painting done about a year and a half later... from one of those drawings. Next.

SLIDE

Oh, the painting is eight feet wide, by the way. This was another one, also eight feet wide...
And I was very happy doing these paintings. By this time I was teaching at Pratt Institute... but
while I was working on this particular painting, a friend of the Tanager Gallery... who was a
much older painter named “Landis Lewisohn” (phonetic) who spent a lot of time on 10" Street,
came into my studio and... looked at the drawing, looked at the painting; and made a very, very
simple, direct, but very meaningful observation to me. And that was that the drawing did one
thing: It was a simple, direct statement of what I had seen... The painting was doing a dozen
other things, which really had very little relation to the beginning—and especially the color was
completely arbitrary, almost abstract, and... symbolistic. He didn’t say that in so many words;
he was much more direct. (laughs) But it really turned my head around; and I knew that

something was radically wrong with what I had been doing as a painter. The next slide...

SLIDE

And this was the last painting I did from the drawings of the Roman ruins... This was about two
and a half years later, at this point. The... I tried to make it as accurate to my memory—I mean
the color, in the sense of (unintelligible), as accurate as I could remember them. In other words I
got involved in trying to make the painting style coincide with the drawing style. I had never
realized that I was a schizoid personality before... and in a sense that’s what I’ve been doing all

along since that time. Okay, next.
SLIDE
In the meantime I had started to go to this sketch group, which was started by a friend of mine,

Mercedes Matter. She had—She and another friend, Charles Cajori, had started this little sketch

group—Actually, I think it was the year I was working at Life Magazine, before I went to Italy—
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or even before that, perhaps; because Mercedes was the one who told me about Deer Isle being
so marvelous... and that’s why I came up here. Well, in this sketch group, she had a wonderful
way of posing the model—or, rather, letting the models pose themselves, which was totally new
to me—You know, I went to a very traditional art school, where the model just sat down on the
stand, and she was a rather elderly lady... who just sat there. And if she did anything unusual it
was when she echoed some classical pose in a painting. But it was rather uninteresting. But
Mercedes had a way of letting the models pose themselves, and also with drapery, in such that a
way that it began—that it struck me immediately as looking like rocks on Deer Isle. (laughs)
(laughter) And so it made an immediate connection to me. Here was a chance of painting
directly from nature with the same kind of complex subject—not subject, but compositional
relationships that I’d been working with. It took a while to get up nerve to do the paintings,
thought; because somehow painting the figure was not the same thing as painting rocks. A rock
or a tree root or even a Roman ruin somehow remained somewhat abstract. The figure
immediately becomes... you know, along with all its associations. And when I started to do
them, a number of people I knew, a number of the artists, and /, even, thought that there was a
radical break with my past. Somehow everybody thought they were smoothly painted... and
very coolly painted, which was—I can’t understand now.... I mean I thought that too. But I had
a retrospective show a couple of years ago; and when I saw this huge body of work all together,
the transition from the expressive landscapes to the cool figure was very slow. And to me it’s
perfectly obvious that this early figurative painting relates directly to the landscapes; and now

looks very expressive... full of emotion... full of other kinds of things. Okay, next.

SLIDE

This was another of the early ones. These were all done from photographs—not photographs.
What am I saying? —from drawings (laughs) that were made at Mercedes’ studio. I never
dreamed of working from photographs! (laughter) As a matter of fact... that whole problem

came up later. Next. Next slide, please.

SLIDE
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That whole photograph problem came up... I forget the exact time, but Howard Kanowitz, who
was another old acquaintance from 10" Street... When he showed at the Tanager Gallery his
paintings were very much like Jim Brooks, an Abstract Expressionist. He had a show at the
Jewish Museum of figurative paintings: nudes, people at parties, and so forth. And... I mean the
people at parties were dressed. But... there was a big review of his show in the Village Voice;
and the guy who wrote it said, “Howard Kanowitz paints from photographs and is proud of it.”
Something like that. “And makes no attempt to disguise it, unlike Philip Pearlstein and Alex
Katz.” Well, I decided to let Alex speak for himself; but I wrote a letter to the editor of Village
Voice saying that I wanted it on public record at least that I did not paint from photographs, that
I—or use any other mechanical devices; and that it cost my models a great deal of physical effort
and me a great deal of money... (laughs) (laughter) And besides I was trying to make the camera
obsolete. (laughter) And... I—It took me a while to realize what I had meant by that last
sentence, which originally I wrote just to be funny. But... the camera has traditionally been used
as the reason why artists should not work according to nature—or from nature; because the
camera is now this mechanical divide to do it. And you find this argument very early, from
about 1830 on... And it’s used as an argument all through the developing attitudes towards
subjectivity... You know, in the 19" century into time of Gauguin, Van Gogh, the whole
symbolist tradition. They always somehow refer to the camera—You know, leave nature to the
camera; the artist explores his innermost soul... subjectivity. I remember one of the summers I
taught here I went up to Expo in—wherever it was—Montreal or something? And there was this
fantastic machine in one of the pavilions, where... it was the complete realization of what so
many people working in the Cubist manner were about. But it was all abstract. I mean, I think
you had a hundred projectors working simultaneously, each one projecting just a fragment of an
image... And then all the screens moved back and forth; and it was all very abstract and very...
subjective. And... it really accomplished everything that the artist was supposed to have been
freed from by the camera. So... the artist is now free to go back to nature. (laughs) All of that is

what I meant by that tongue in cheek statement later... The next...

SLIDE
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But after—This was still done—a painting done from drawings, in which I increasingly tried to
get rid of the calligraphic element in my work. I realized that this was what I had picked up from
being, you know, in love with Expressionism... and that it was incompatible with my drawing
style, which I guess was the... truer part of me—the part that had stayed longest, at any rate. But
getting rid of the calligraphy has been very, very difficult. I still haven’t. But about this time I...
realized I could only work... [——The main difference was... the drawings were done from life;
the paintings were being done from the drawings. Therefore it was only logical to paint from
life. It took me a long time to come to that simple conclusion. But it was partly a... -- I’'m being
upstaged—It was partly economics. I mean, hiring a model at that point was very difficult; so
my dealer provided the model. And from then on I painted directly from models... and used the

drawings primarily to find compositions. Okay, next.

SLIDE

This was one of the first drawings I did directly from life... at three dollars an hour. And as soon
as | began painting from life, many more things became apparent. First of all, what I really liked
about working from the figure were all these strange, unexpected juxtapositions of funny
forms... I mean, you couldn’t predict them in any way; and every time the model shifted
somewhat you got a whole new series of funny relationships going on. It was really quite an

abstract experience. Okay, next.

Question: How large is that?

Speaker: Oh, that was about thirty inches high. But it was close to life—It was just a—It looked
like life-sized.

SLIDE

But I immediately went beyond that. This painting is eight feet wide; and this was done within

about three or four weeks—I started within three or four weeks after I had done the first. So

immediately became much more ambitious... I was working like mad to get as much from the
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model as I could in the shortest space of time. And... I know now that this was really quite a
terrific feat. I would not have the nerve to go through it again. But these figures are about twice
life-size; and I think they were painted with about four posing sessions with the model... once
together, and then the other times the models were alone. For me the greatest luxury represented

having both models there all at the time. I’m only up to that occasionally now. Okay, next.

SLIDE

Now that was about 1967, I think—or ’66. These are photographs taken at the show that I had at
the Alan Frumkin Gallery this last fall—last spring, rather—March or April. We’ll go through
these rather fast. Okay, next.

SLIDE

I love taking pictures, by the way. Okay, next. I think they have a great documentary value; and

they’re great for photographing your own work... and a camera is....

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Oh, I’ve become involved in using these old blankets; and this is an Indian... blanket—and rugs
and so forth... partly because I like them very much—I mean mostly because I like them very
much. I think of them as a presence equal to the presence of the model. But they also offer this
kind of complicating textural factor... and color factor. They just add to the problems... and

make it that much more interesting to solve. Okay, next.

SLIDE
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This was a pose that came out of a drawing... of two figures on the sofa. I did an etching of that.

That was my first large etching, which I have slides of later on... But I liked this one pose so

much that I went on to make... this painting of it, and a separate etching. Okay, next.

SLIDE

I don’t know why I liked it; it has... It comes closer to having a kind of iconographic look than I

usually like. Could you sharpen that, please? Focus it better.... (pause) Well, I guess not...

The... Okay. Okay, next.

SLIDE

I used the... iron bench in the same way, as a kind of complicating, enriching kind of factor.

Question: Where did you get the iron bed?

Speaker: I bought it on Bleaker Street. (laughter)

Comment: I thought it was Japanese.

Speaker: No. Do you have one here? A matching one? Okay, next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Question: (unintelligible)
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Speaker: Well the cropping... I say, originally the whole thing came out of this looking for...
diagonals moving in some way; it was a compositional idea, starting with the rocks. I’ve just
been consistent with it. The... finding it in the figures came as a surprise... But it’s the diagonal
that counts for me, the movement of the form across the surface. And that movement is
fulfilled... no matter... you know, where it would end, with the head. In other words it’s not a
portrait as such. All—the whole figure becomes a portrait, in that way, anyway. So the head is
not that sacred to me... So it can move off the canvas just as feet and hands, you know, have
always moved off of canvases. But it—the diagonal movement, you know, from the right leg, up
through the torso, up to the head, is there; and that’s what counts. The scale is what led it off the
canvas... the size of the forms in relation to the outside edge. I’ve always wanted to work
large... as I’ve said, to have room to really deal with all the little bumps on the surface of the
figure. But it also comes because of my habit of drawing, which I don’t recommend for anyone
else; it’s just my own peculiar habit. I'll start drawing at one particular spot and just work out
from it. Most often it’s with the hands, or where the hand juxtaposes part of the body... And
what happens around the edges I accept. In a way maybe it goes back to that experience at Life
Magazine. But it’s a totally different idea. I mean, cropping photographs is something you do
from the outside... working in. My cropping results from what I do in the middle, working out
toward the edge.... It’s an organic kind of development. It grows—I mean... it just reaches the
edge.... The other kind of cropping is imposed from without, after the fact of the image being
established; and usually it’s an attempt to make the image look more interesting. That’s not what

I was about at all. Okay, next.

SLIDE

So here the shoulder functions to complete all the movement. Everything kind of climaxes there.
The head would simply continue the movement. I’ve been doing a lot of portraits, almost as
many portraits as I have figure painting... over the last few years. A number of them are
commissioned, but just as many are done of friends.... [——In that case I’ll usually leave most of
the face showing. (laughter) But I'’ll start with the head, you know; and let the rest grow away
from it—the rest of it. Next.
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SLIDE

The first portrait I did, by the way, grew out of my dealer, who doesn’t make very good jokes,
suggesting, you know, a portrait is the leftover head.... The girl lying down there, by the way, is

the one who’s been working on my prints, and she’s the one who made the movie. Okay, next.

SLIDE

The figures in these paintings are all about twice life-size; but I don’t go after that gigantic
look... And I think a number of people don’t realize that they are over life-size. This was the—
At the end of the first three hours of work... There was no preliminary drawing for this; I just
started directly on this canvas, which was six feet high... I started drawing in the lines, and then I
filled in the color. (pause) The problem came later, (laughs) of making the rug fit under them. I
couldn’t relate those two triangular diamond-shaped areas; somehow I couldn’t establish the

proper sizes for them the next session. Next.

SLIDE

See the upper... diamond pattern goes too far to the left rather than being centered. And that
became a problem that just sort of stayed with me for the rest of the painting. I will make radical

changes on the paintings. Okay, next.

SLIDE

That was quite a few sessions later; but the girls’... legs still aren’t developed. They’re left in
that first stage. I found it absolutely necessary—Ilike those drawings of the cliff—I just find it
necessary to work on one part at a time, because the models change. They’re never exactly the
same again... after they take a break. So I’ve just learned to work on each—After I get it all
established, which becomes a way of coordinating the whole thing, I will then... you know, set
up a schedule: I’ll paint the leg one day... You know, the left leg one day, the right leg another
day, and so forth. And just proceed very methodically. Next.
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SLIDE

These are details of the final painting. Okay, next.

SLIDE

That’s some dirt on the film up there... (laughs) that mark over his shoulder.... One of the
incidental factors of painting nude models... say the—I hate to say it, but it’s—It has to do with
sex. (laughs) --And not on my part, not on the model’s part, but on the part of... writers and on
the part of buyers. Almost none of the paintings I’ve done with male nudes in them have sold...

Okay, next. Next slide, please.

SLIDE

... Whereas this one sold even before the show opened.... It’s not male; but she’s—the degree of

covering made the difference. Okay, next.

SLIDE

This was the start of that painting... and there was no preliminary drawing; I just started directly
on the canvas.... It was a pose that the model had taken during the break of another painting; so I

was prepared to start. Okay, next.
SLIDE
This was after the first... establishing all the color areas.... Then I could proceed point by point.

Okay, next.

SLIDE
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And this is a detail of the final painting. I do go over the whole thing after it’s all laid in, you

know, carefully—after I develop each of the areas. Then I have one or two other sessions

pulling it all together. (laughs) Next.

SLIDE

The portrait of Anne Arnold and Ernie Briggs. (pause) Next.

SLIDE

The next....

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Everybody when they sit for hours develops a bored look. (laughs) (laughter) And... I seem to
capture it. (laughter) Okay, next.

SLIDE

The one (laughs) on that side with the bushy hair is my son; and the other is a friend of his. I
paid them to pose. (laughter) Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE
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This was a drawing done sometime this spring... and I liked the composition and decided to
develop it as a painting. But there’s a man there... and he only poses on Sunday nights...
(laughs) and he didn’t want to pose for the painting; so I worked with two other models. Next.

SLIDE

So it developed this painting of two girls... and from a different point of view. Again, six feet

wide. Next.

SLIDE

Oh, that’s a later... That’s an almost finished stage... (unintelligible 818) jumped one. Okay,

next.

SLIDE

Now this is—the two slides are reversed. Could you go back to the other one again?

PREVIOUS SLIDE

Oh, the color’s different too. (laughs) The color of the slide’s different—but not the painting.

This was taken by someone else with another camera... and I guess different film, so it doesn’t

match.

Question: Which one’s more accurate?

Speaker: Mine. (laughs) The other two. But this is—gives you an idea of what the painting is
like as it approaches finished stage. Okay, next.

SLIDE
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No—TI'm sorry. This was the show in Cologne, Germany, in December... And we put
together—It’s not a retrospective, but the earliest work goes back to, I guess, around 1967. So it
covered about a five-year span. Okay, next.

SLIDE

The painting of the girl sitting on the yellow drapery was the earliest one in this group. Next.

SLIDE

The one of the girl sitting on the high stool—You know, the two girls on the high stool—was the

most recent one in the show. The painting’s about a year old now. Okay, next.

SLIDE

This one with the red and blue drapery was also a new one. Next.

SLIDE

In the... The larger painting is a painting of... models that spent one summer here at Skowhegan,

John and Theresa. Okay, next.

SLIDE

Then there were a bunch of drawings in the show. Next.

SLIDE

This was the one painting that seemed to confuse the Europeans most.... I guess they’re not

familiar with Blacks that much; and... the anatomy of this girl is a bit... Let’s say she’s not a
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Renaissance type. She’s built more like a basketball player—which is what I liked about her—I
mean the fact that she was so unique. But... they kept saying, “But it’s a man.” And I kept
saying, “If it was a man you would see it was a man.” (laughs) (laughter) Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

This was the show in Berlin... This was at... It’s one of the great museums. In West Berlin there
are several different museum complexes now. There’s this great big glamorous new building by
Mies van der Rohe, which is their—Ilet’s say the equivalent of their Museum of Modern Art—of
our Museum of Modern Art. It’s where all the really... you know, chic shows are held. Where
my show was held more or less corresponds to Brooklyn Museum, in relation to the Museum of
Modern Art in New York. But it’s where their great Old Master collection is; and where they
really have this great drawing collection. The show that preceded mine was all Titian drawings

that they own; and the show that’s coming up next was, I think, about ninety Durer drawings, all

of which they own. So having the show in this place was really quite prestigious, although a bit
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stodgy and a bit academic, I guess... and not chic. (laughs) But... and also I guess a bit
confusing, or a great deal confusing to many of the people used to that museum, ‘cause my work
is just traditional enough, you know, that they could say it’s lousy continuation of Old Masters
tradition; and they were looking for radical New Realism. But the show was really—was set up
as a survey of drawings. And I was very happy with it; and what it revealed to me was the
consistency of my drawing style. Could you get the focus a little better? Some dots are
developing; I don’t know from what. But those are drawings of my parents, which I wasn’t
going to put it because it seemed so sentimental; but I put it in because I really like the drawing.

And the one up above was done in 1946... when I was about twenty-one, I guess. Okay, next.

SLIDE

These are just various shots of the... installation. The drawing of the rock would be about 1955.

Okay, next.

SLIDE

The lithographs that you see are... I mean those are lithographs. They’re all done the last couple

of years. Next.

SLIDE

“Rock and Uprooted Tree” from about ’55. Next.

SLIDE

You can just go through these rather rapidly.

SLIDE

Just keep going.
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SLIDES

That’s the screen that they showed the movie on... (laughs) twice a day. Next.

SLIDE

By the way, the drawing in the center came first, and then... the etching on the upper... whatever
it is, right or left—the two-figure one... developed; and then the one on the other side... the
single figure... was done just this past spring... about two years after the original drawing.

Okay, next.

SLIDE

Oh, those are different color tries... of... you know, three-color lithograph plates. None of those
are the final. Okay, next.

SLIDE

That’s the final... the drab one. Okay, next.
SLIDE

On the upper right is a pencil drawing. Directly below it is the aquatint etching... of the first
color. And on the other side, up above, is the two- color. It had a blue color in the blanket.
Below that is the first line proof. Next.

SLIDE

Okay, next.

SLIDE?
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There are some individual slides of some of these drawings that were skipped. Okay, next.

SLIDE

Can you get the focus better? Oh. Okay, next.

SLIDE

That’s the wash drawing that I did in the movie... on the... right. And on the left is a lithograph

of the same subject, which actually was done first. And I was just repeating myself for the

movie... Okay, next.

SLIDE

I keep getting mixed up between right and left. (laughs) But... Oh, what is that? On that side is a

wash drawing; and on this side is a four-color lithograph.... Next.

SLIDE

And the one of my daughter is actually a two-color lithograph. Next.

SLIDE

Then I had the nerve to put Durer’s drawing of 4is mother, done at the age of thirty-six, beside

my drawing of my mother drawn at the age of twenty-one. He wins. (laughter) Okay, next.

SLIDE

But it’s not bad. Okay, next.

26



SLIDE

My father. Next.

SLIDE

Done from a rock, even though it looks like something else. Next.

SLIDE

In working on these landscapes up in Maine, the big problem was to avoid looking like Cezanne.

(laughter) Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

And here’s where the sense of bodies comes into the rocks—or I saw that in retrospect. Next.

SLIDE

(AUDIO BREAK)

Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE
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A lot of these drawings took a great deal of time; I guess I’ve mentioned that before. Next.

SLIDE

And they’re fairly large. Almost all of them are fairly large... about twenty-seven inches wide, I

guess. These are of the Roman Forum. Okay, next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Okay, next.

SLIDE

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: Yeah, these are... The last couple were done in Positano. Next.

SLIDE

This was one of the first life drawings I did... at the studio of Mercedes Matter. And I think you
can see why... they look like rocks... (laughs) to me. Okay, next.

SLIDE

Next.
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SLIDE

Just keep going. Next.

SLIDE

These were all done in the early Sixties. I don’t remember the exact dates now. Next.

SLIDE

And some of them I developed as paintings. But almost all of these drawings are ones that I just

kept at home in the studio, mostly because my deale—These were the rejects, the ones he didn’t

take to the gallery... at various times. Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

When I started working with pencils, it was a very soft pencil... It was a big fat 6B lead...
almost like pastel. Okay, next.

SLIDE

That drawing group was interesting. At first we... The drawings had to be completed within a
twenty-minute pose. Then, years later, somebody suggested, “Why not have it repeated twice;”
so drawings were done in forty minutes. Then they got extended to three poses, twenty minutes

each. And now they’re up to one drawing for the entire evening. Okay, next.

SLIDE
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I think these were done in the sixty-minute period. Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

There was always a struggle between those who wanted to draw fast and those who wanted to

draw slow. (laughter) It’s incompatible. (pause) Next.

SLIDE

Next.
SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

This—The last one was recent and this one is recent; that is... within the last six months. And

they represent one drawing for the whole evening... although this was the first lithograph I did,

working directly on—This was done on a zinc plate. Next.

SLIDE
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They’re fairly large... And I ran into my first printmaking problems. Doing the drawing was
easy; but—I did five. But when it came to printing them, two of the plates turned black almost
immediately. That is... everything filled in. So there are about five proofs of this particular one
this way; and then it filled in and could not be corrected. And it just looked too... something
else—too expressionistic... at the time. So [—There was no edition. Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

And it seems to be something that happens periodically... with printmaking. This was another
one that filled in....

SLIDE

This was another couple that posed up here one summer. Sandy was the girl’s name; I can’t

remember the fellow’s name. Okay, next.

SLIDE

These were... The next three or four were done on stone. The first were done on zinc plate. 1

can’t tell the difference myself. Okay, next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

Next.
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SLIDE

For me the gouache, or whatever it’s called—touche... on the plate... working on the... zinc
plate... does very funny things. It kind of curdles up and gives you this... funny... again,
expressionistic look, which a lot of people seem to want. But it wasn’t what [ wanted. And then
someone told me to work on aluminum plates and it wouldn’t happen. But it did. (laughter)

Okay, next.

SLIDE

This was on aluminum plates. This was a four-color... print.

SLIDE

This was on aluminum too. Okay, next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

This, by the way, was going to be a four-color plate... But it was done on stone. It was going to
all be done on stone. So the first color was printed on the paper; and the paper was dampened
first so that the color would sink in more. It was being done at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn by a
graduate student. And just when she completed the printing of the first color the school went on
strike... and the paper dried and shrank and so forth; so we couldn’t proceed with the other

colors. Next.

SLIDE
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This was the first... etching I tried. I did an etching because Robert Birmelin, who was up here
the last summer I was up here, gave me an etching plate and said to try it. (laughs) And he had
coated it with the stuff.... So a year later I tried it... and got interested in the possibility. Okay,

next.
SLIDE

This is a four-color lithograph done on aluminum plate. Again, the first series of plates filled in
almost immediately, so they’re all blotchy. And then I completely redid the whole thing. The
time was... involved really doesn’t—You know... goes beyond reason. I could have completed
a very large painting in the time it took to do the print. But I do like the results of printmaking.
Next.

SLIDE

This was a print done for a portfolio put out by Skowhegan—for the benefit of Skowhegan—

which met with various disasters. Okay, next.
SLIDE

This was the first really involved etching... But it was funny. The girl who was working on this
for me—doing the printing, that is, and the proofing... down at Blackburn Studio on 23" Street,
was an expressionist painter herself—an expressionist printmaker. And without my realizing it,
and without her thinking about it, she had put an initial coating, whatever it’s called—asphalt or
something—on the plate that would lead to nice accidents, which I didn’t want at all. And it was
fighting with all these variations that came about that led this other model to offer her services.
She understood what I was after. And it really—Printmaking is a cooperative effort... I guess...
if you work with other people; (laughs) and they have to be sympathetic to you or you have

disasters resulting. Okay, next.

33



SLIDE

This is the first one done with the other person working on the plate. Okay, next.

SLIDE

And for me it seemed the answer to how to use wash in printmaking, rather than touche in

lithographs. Okay, next.

SLIDE

Oh, by the way, this—the plate that was just on... again—done on aluminum. But it filled in.

There are ten existing copies and then it went black. No explanation. Next.

SLIDE

It was done simultaneously with this one, which worked out perfectly. Next.

SLIDE

This is the line proof for a large etching. I guess it’s about twenty-seven inches wide. Next.

SLIDE

This is the final. Next.

SLIDE

Next.

SLIDE

34



When this was sent off.... The printing was done in Chicago for me now. And when the first
proofs were sent back there was a large handprint right in the (laughs) middle of the whole thing.
So they washed off that part of the plate and I redid it. I was working directly from the model
again. Okay, next.

SLIDE

This is another aquatint. Next.

SLIDE

Next.
SLIDE

This was before the second color was put on, which was a dark blue. Next.

SLIDE

This was a photograph of that aluminum plate that you saw me working on in the movie. (pause)

Next. I think that’s—

SLIDE

Oh, this is another—This is the key plate of another four-color print. But this is the drawing on

the aluminum. Next.

SLIDE

And this is another. Neither of these have been proofed yet. Is that the last, I hope. Yeah.

Good. (Applause) Any questions? (laughs)
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Question: Why didn’t you do you own printing?

Speaker: Why didn’t I do my own printing?

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: Oh. Ididn’t do my own printing simply because... I would rather spend the time
painting... primarily. Also... I keep a full teaching schedule going; so time simply becomes a

very precious... element. And if you find someone you have faith in, they do it. (laughs)

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: Well... I don’t know—Printmaking has become such a big activity that a think the—
And there are so many young people around now who are perfectly well equipped to do all the
dirty work, that why not let them do it? They know what they’re doing. I don’t. And they...

know... I mean there’s so much involved... just the technical aspects—

Comment: (unintelligible)

Speaker: Yeah. Right, I’ve had such—Right. Kind of. Mr. Shahn said I’ve lost so much work,
why don’t I do the printing myself? (laughs) And... it just—I would just as soon take that risk
rather than give it the time. It disturbed me at first to think of printmaking being such a divided
activity—I mean divided among many people. But as soon as you start reading about
printmakers of the past... You know, Rembrandt had his printer working there nights with him;
he didn’t do all his work himself... Durer woodcuts were not cut by Durer. Mostly—All the

Jap—

Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: He did the etchings, but not the wood engravings. He did the drawings. All the great

Japanese woodblock artists just simply turned the drawings over to the expert woodcutters...
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Question: (unintelligible)

Speaker: Well, but all the great ones of the 18™ and 19™ centuries did.... The only one who ever
actually cut his own blocks, and that was only when he was very young, was Hokusai. But after

he was a fully—you know—going artist he never worked on them again.

Comment: I think that modern printmakers have begun... doing their own printing and their own
engraving, so that they really knew... how to produce— (continues speaking, but is drowned out

by speaker at microphone, unintelligible)

Speaker: Oh, yeah. Well that’s—Right. But that’s part of the—I mean one of the values of the
apprenticeship approach to art training. I never did a print before my advanced middle age...
(laughs) But I like doing prints, and I approach this in a spirit different from just doing drawings,
and trying not to just reproduce the paintings—although I tend to use the same poses, simply out
of convenience. They are there and I know them. But the prints usually precede the paintings.
But nobody else would know that—I mean, I’m the only one... aware of that. But the—I just
find that the whole technical process is very fascinating, but I don’t want to give it that time. I’d
rather give it up... It’s amazing though how the print field has grown so enormously—And a lot
of—I guess it’s now serving the same function it did during the Renaissance. A lot of artists get
known... especially in Europe and all through the Midwest of the United States—and Canada—
Reputations are made... by prints. The work gets known by the print; and then they see the
paintings much—the paintings by the same artist much later. And many galleries all through

Europe and the United States now deal in nothing but prints.
Comment: (unintelligible)
Speaker: Right. There’s a great deal of fakery; but that’s mostly limited to the... great big

reputations, and mostly the masters. I’m speaking mostly of the younger artists.... And the

younger artists I met in Germany especially were approaching printmaking almost as a sacred
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trust or something. They put a tremendous amount of effort into it; and they work very closely

with very highly skilled technicians who are right there.

Comment: (unintelligible)

Speaker: Yeah. But in a sense I’ve approached—Yeah. But I think I’ve approached printmaking
in almost the same way as I approach figure painting.... The problems come up later by default.
Like I approached it schematically, in a sense... or... after compositional ideas first; and then the
problems of representational painting come later. I became aware of them later. And I think the
same thing was true—at least with my development in etching... It was... those... couple of
disasters really taught me an awful lot about the process. I don’t know whether it showed in the
slides, but there’s a great deal of handwork that goes into those, cropping the edges and so-forth.
(pause) I guess that’s all. Any other questions? What do you do now? Dance? (laughter)
(unintelligible) (Applause)

END OF RECORDING
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