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IN 1974, when the sculptor 
Anne Truitt was 53, she decid-
ed to begin keeping a journal. 
She bought a brown notebook 

of the sort she had once used for col-
lege lecture notes, and she wrote in 
the mornings while sitting up in bed, 
“for as long a time as seemed right.”

Although she was an outlier, by 
location and temperament, from 
the hot center of the New York art 
world, Truitt was nonetheless a 
distinctive figure in that world from 
the early 1960s onward. In 1962, 
upon first seeing her sculptures 
during a visit to her Washington, 
D.C., studio, the critic Clement 
Greenberg decreed: “Now there 
will be three in Washington,” 
linking Truitt’s stature to that of 
the color-field painters Kenneth 
Noland and Morris Louis. She was 
represented by the distinguished 
dealer André Emmerich and was 
one of the first women to have a 
solo retrospective at the Whitney 
Museum. Intensely idiosyncratic, 

Truitt’s sculptures were generally 
categorized as Minimalist (or more 
woundingly, in a 1991 New York 
Times review, “Minimalist Lite”). 
Yet she deplored all such labels and 
affiliations, seeking only, as she put 
it, “to translate myself into visibility 
in art.”

Truitt had several reasons for 
starting a journal. She hoped it 
would help her restore a much-
needed balance between her artist 
self, with its necessary ruthless-
ness, and her other identities—wife, 
mother, teacher, administrator, 
friend. She also wished to forge a 

bond with a community of readers 
by sharing “what it is like to be an 
artist in this culture.” Beneath her 
soft, polite demeanor there was, as 
Truitt admitted, “some raring part 
of myself who always wants to be, 
as my father used to say, ‘the bride 
at the wedding and the corpse at the 
funeral.’”

Long before she began creating 
the luminously painted wood 
columns that established her 
reputation as a sculptor, Truitt had 
started out as a writer of poetry and 
short stories. In 1953 she had co-
translated, from the French, a study 
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of the novels of Marcel Proust by 
Germaine Brée. Her deep dive into 
Proustian sense-memory was to 
become an enormous influence on 
both her art-making and her writing.

The journals continued sporadi-
cally over the decades until a year 
or so before Truitt’s death in 2004 
at age 83. Three volumes were pub-
lished during her lifetime: “Day-
book” (1982), “Turn” (1986) and 
“Prospect” (1996). A posthumous 
installment, edited by her daughter 
Alexandra, has now been issued by 
Yale. Truitt was thoughtful in her 
choice of titles, and “Yield,” with its 
two-sided suggestion of ingathering 
and surrender at life’s end, is espe-
cially apt.

“I have always been appalled to 
notice how terrifyingly determined 
the artist in me is,” Truitt wrote in 
“Daybook.” “That spearhead of my-
self advances at full charge while 
the camp caretakers crouch behind 
bushes.” Her circumstances de-
manded the full force of that charge. 
In 1947 she married the journalist 
James Truitt, whose various jobs 
required frequent moves with their 
three children to New York, Texas, 
San Francisco, Japan, and back to 
Washington. Their eventual divorce 
in 1971 granted Truitt custody of her 
children, which included financial 
responsibility.

Even as her reputation so-
lidified, sales of her art were never 
enough to support the household. 
She took a teaching job at the Uni-
versity of Maryland in 1975, the 
only regular long-term income she 
would earn. In the meantime she 
cooked, cleaned, ironed, gardened, 

organized, scheduled, chauffeured, 
helped with homework—and took 
what chances she could to work in 
her studio. There she hoisted herself 
on ladders to brush coat upon deli-
cate coat of water-based acrylic paint 
onto her tall wood columns, sand-
ing down the finish between layers 
so that their colors—vehement reds 
here, foggy mauves or pellucid blues 
there—seemed to breathe on their 
own in three dimensions. Truitt’s 
colors have a complexity of depth 
and polychromy that no photograph 
can capture. They arise out of emo-
tions triggered by her own very 
particular sense-memories: “Golds-
borough,” currently on view at the 
Met, is a smooth wash of those foggy 
mauves that reflect an enveloping 
sadness she associated with a 
family she knew on Mary-
land’s Eastern Shore 

Anne Dean in Baltimore in 1921, she 
descended on both sides from New 
England Puritans and revolutionar-
ies. A paternal ancestor, Capt. John 
Pulling, was the vestryman of Bos-
ton’s Old North Church who helped 
hang the lanterns that triggered 
Paul Revere’s midnight ride.

Her own parents were more 
subdued and more tragic. Her fa-
ther, an amiable swell, was wiped 
out by the Great Depression and 
crushed by depression and alco-
holism. Her mother died of a brain 
tumor when Truitt was in college. 
The journals recall her childhood 
loneliness as Truitt silently bore her 
parents’ suffering. “I felt for them 
the heartbreak I feel now as I watch 
my children encounter the inevi-

table struggles of adulthood,” she 
writes in “Prospect.” Foremost 

among those later struggles 
was the reverberating 

shock of James Truitt’s 
suicide in 1981, “a fact 
as hard as a stone” for 
Truitt’s children and 
for herself. “We wept 

to think of him over-
whelmed,” Truitt writes. 

“We still weep.”
Still, as the final journal 

makes clear, she had her share 
of countervailing, even eclipsing, 
joys: the sensual pleasures of work-
ing in the studio, where she always 
felt most at home; the satisfactions 
of watching her children and then 
her grandchildren grow. “We are for 
each other a palimpsest,” she writes 

when she was a child.
Truitt understood that 

her money worries existed 
within the context of her relative 
privilege, noting in “Daybook” that 
“my anxieties, such as my concern 
to provide my children with excel-
lent educations, are indeed luxuries 
in themselves.” She emphasized 
how precious her own Bryn Mawr 
education was to her, as Radcliffe 
had been to her mother and Smith 
College to her grandmother. Born 

of her grandson Charlie when she is 
in her 80s and he in his early 20s. 
“He helps me over the same bumps 
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in the geography around here that I 
used to help him over . . . and I hear 
in his voice the encouragement he 
once must have heard in mine.”

Beyond family, too, there is the 
consolation of community: of Tru-
itt’s art-world friends—Kenneth 
Noland and David Smith; Robert 
Motherwell and Helen Frankenthal-
er; André Emmerich and Clement 
Greenberg. Vital as well are the ca-
nonical artists with whom she feels 
kinship: Delacroix, whose 19th-cen-
tury “Journal” she packs into her va-
lise for a trip to Europe; Piero della 
Francesca, whose “towers of color” 
in the “Legend of the True Cross” 
frescoes of the mid-15th century 
inspired her own; and Rembrandt, 
whose 1658 self-portrait at the Frick 
Collection speaks to her with in-
creasing urgency as she ages.

Alexandra Truitt notes in her 
preface to “Yield” that parts of it 
seem more fragmentary than the 
earlier publications. This is so, yet 
in its finality it also seems the most 
complete. The whirlpools of Prous-
tian memory brim to their full-
est here: 9/11 stirs up in Truitt the 
same anxieties she felt throughout 
the years of World War II. Turning 
80, she makes concessions to age, 
restricting herself to two steps only 
up the studio ladder, “and those 
thought out in advance.” Disintegra-
tion and death are constant preoc-
cupations, but she’s also thrilled to 
learn about the work of younger art-
ists, and vows to look at some new 
video-game-based works as soon as 
possible.

In its stripped-down intimacy, 
“Yield” shows Truitt at her most 

eloquent in demonstrating, as her 
sculptures do, that all revelation in 
art is self-revelation. “It is ultimately 
character that underwrites art,” she 
believed, and it’s our privilege to 
witness the strength of character in 
the monuments, visual and verbal, 
that she left behind.
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T 
he artist Anne Truitt began keeping a journal in 1974, at fifty-three, after retrospectives of her work at 
the Whitney Museum and the Corcoran Gallery of Art left her feeling “crazed,” she wrote, “as china is 

crazed, with tiny fissures.” Seeing her sculptures again—all together at once, exposed to public view—she was 
faced with the “reactivation of feelings” she had sought to contain within them. Keeping a journal became a 
way to integrate her identity as an artist alongside her roles as a mother and breadwinner—after her divorce, 
in 1971, from the journalist James Truitt, she took on financial responsibility for their three children. Journall-
ing also allowed her to refine her sense of purpose in making art, or what she describes as “the strict discipline 
of forcing oneself to work steadfastly along the nerve of one’s own most intimate sensitivity.”

Truitt’s frankness and intellectual curiosity about the hows and whys of a working artist’s life has made 
“Daybook: The Journal of an Artist,” which was published in 1982, something of a touchstone for aspiring 
artists and writers. (“She was . . . somebody who had a life,” the installation artist Liza Lou recalled in a 2013 
podcast. “She wasn’t just ‘the auteur’ . . . the self-centered artist who only lives for her work.”) “Daybook” was 
followed by two more volumes of Truitt’s journals, “Turn” (1986) and “Prospect” (1996); this month, a fourth, 
“Yield,” edited by one of her daughters, Alexandra, will be published posthumously by Yale University Press. 
When Truitt died, in 2004, at eighty-three, she left behind a body of sculptural work—squared-off wooden 
columns, human-scaled and covered with bands of color—that challenged viewers to contemplate the limita-
tions of their own senses. Similarly, in her journals, Truitt is often pushing to articulate something at the edge 
of discernment; much of the pleasure of reading them is in experiencing her thoughts still in formation as she 
sought to illuminate “the dark, driving run” of art-making.
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Truitt exhibited work early and prominently—she had her first solo show at New York’s André Emmerich 
gallery in 1963, at forty-one; three years later, she was one of the few women included in the Primary Struc-
tures exhibit at the Jewish Museum, the exhibition that served to establish Minimalism as a formal direction 
a tonal galaxy away from Pop art and Abstract Expressionism. But her work didn’t sell well—her sculptures 
weren’t meant to hang on walls. Nor did she play the art-world game, schmoozing at parties or writing trea-
tises that would launch her into publicity’s slipstream. She lived in Washington, D.C., not New York. While 
Judy Chicago and other feminist artists had, by the early nineteen-seventies, begun overtly questioning the 
authority of a male-dominated Western canon, Truitt’s formal explorations spoke more obliquely to the aims 
of second-wave feminism. But, looking at “Insurrection,” a 1962 sculpture bisected into two clashing shades of 
red, completed the year before Betty Friedan published “The Feminine Mystique,” one can imagine the kinds 
of revolution that were on the artist’s mind.

Much of the current fascination with Truitt has to do with the ways in which her body of work—pillars or 
plinths handmade from wood and painted, in a painstaking process involving the application of as many as 
forty layers of acrylic, each one sanded to eliminate her brushstroke—pushes back against precisely the kind 
of categorical thinking that seemed to sideline her. Looking as if they were carved from pure pigment—it 
seemed as though you could cut her sculptures in half and find the color running all the way through—her 
blunt geometries were related to color-field painting, with its clean-edged shapes of vibrating hues; for Truitt, 
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color wasn’t merely an optical experience but an emotional one. “I slowly came to realize that what I was actu-
ally trying to do was to take paintings off the wall, to set color free in three dimensions for its own sake,” she 
wrote in “Daybook.” “This was analogous to my feeling for the freedom of my own body and my own being, as 
if in some mysterious way I felt myself to be color.”

The art critic Clement Greenberg placed Truitt at the forefront of Minimalism, writing in 1968, “If any one 
artist started or anticipated Minimal Art, it was she, in the fence-like and then box-like objects of wood or 
aluminum she began making, the former in 1961 and the latter in 1962.” If they’d been monochrome, he 
added, they would have counted as the “first examples of orthodox Minimal Art.” Donald Judd, who deemed 
her work unserious, objected to her being given such credit, replying that Greenberg’s claim was “in the 
category of ‘if the queen had balls, she would be king.’ ” The irony of wanting to liberate art from historical 
baggage only to re-create it on boys’-club terms wasn’t lost on Truitt, whose approach was, in fact, distinct 
from that of other prominent Minimalists such as Judd, Robert Morris, and Sol LeWitt, with their emphasis 
on industrially fabricated objects that conveyed nothing beyond their own materiality. By contrast, Truitt, who 
was interested in abstraction as it refracted perception, believed that life experiences were “the ground out of 
which art grows.” Her work alluded to a private language of sense memories drawn from the subconscious and 
rigorously condensed. “Artists have no choice but to express their lives,” she wrote in “Daybook,” a perspective 
reflected in her evocative titles: “Morning Child,” “A Wall for Apricots,” “Summer ’96.” However unfashion-
able in that moment, the idea that our characters might be entwined with our art, whether or not what we’re 
making is explicitly autobiographical, is largely embraced today. Echoes of Truitt’s humanistic, contemplative 
conceptualism might be detected in Roni Horn’s cast-glass shapes, or in the approach of a younger generation 
of abstract painters such as Laura Owens and Amy Sillman—artists who convey private meaning without 
relying on narrative or easily read imagery.

Truitt’s hybrid forms are, at last, being recognized as the breakthroughs they were. Her visibility has pro-
foundly expanded since her death, in 2004, at eighty-three—with a 2009 survey at the Hirshhorn; acquisi-
tions made by Dia:Beacon and the National Gallery of Art; and a half-dozen shows at Matthew Marks, 
most recently of her white paintings with delicate graphite lines, a series begun in the nineteen-seventies, 
titled “Arundel,” in Los Angeles. In 2024, she’ll have her first European survey exhibition at Madrid’s Museo 
Reina Sofía. Like many women who made their mark on conceptual art—including Agnes Martin, Lorraine 
O’Grady, and Agnes Denes, to name just a few—Truitt has the dubious honor of being both revered and un-
dervalued, “rediscovered” by contemporary critics and curators while having been there all along.

The focus of Truitt’s life was family and the studio, and many of her journal entries are devoted to navigating 
the tenuous threshold between the two. There’s the thrill of a new sculpture’s conception: “a magical period in 
which we seem to fall in love with one another,” she observed in “Daybook.” But we’re also allowed into long 
days in the studio, the tolls on the body, the killing administrative tasks and financial anxieties. Playing in the 
bath, Truitt’s daughter, Mary, asked her whether artists are “just born that way,” and Truitt replied that she 
thought they might be. “I had been absorbing her brown body against the white tub, the yellow top of the nail 
brush, the dark green shampoo bottle, Sam’s blue towel, her orange towel, and could make a sculpture called 
Mary in the Tub if I ever chose to.” Reading Truitt, one is reminded that the concept of the “art monster,” a 
woman who sacrifices everything and everyone for her creative ambition, is absurdly reductive; the demands 
of art and the demands of love aren’t necessarily oppositional, each coming at the expense of the other, but can 
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often be mutually complicating and enriching. In each volume of her journals, Truitt approaches her past from 
a slightly different vantage point: she wrote the entries that became “Turn” after her ex-husband’s suicide, and 
those in “Prospect” around the time of another retrospective, this one at the Baltimore Museum of Art.

In “Yield,” which Truitt began writing in 2001, at eighty, the lens is wide-angle; old age may be “a radical situ-
ation,” she acknowledged, but it was also another perch from which to cast her eye. Greenberg makes a cameo 
in her memories (over martinis and oysters at Tokyo’s Imperial Hotel), as does Marcel Duchamp, casually 
informing her that she might not, in fact, exist. Places changed—she visited friends in her childhood land-
scape of Easton, on Maryland’s shore, with its memories of “crushed oyster shell roads; pale whites, yellows, 
tans, and grays, sharp to your feet but tender to your eyes blending into marsh and field”—only for her to 
learn that many of those fields were now filled with big-box stores. The world was changing: “Actuality mocks 
art,” she noted after September 11th. And her physical capacities were changing, too: “I long ago decided that 
if the things I make ever cease to emerge into my mind’s eye, I would stop making them,” she wrote. “It never 
occurred to me that they might simply continue to rise up as long as I live, bid into a body no longer able to 
rise to meet them.”

Once again, the prose is as unembellished and direct in impact as her sculptures, and Truitt remained an 
even-handed witness to her own life, the pleasure of visits from grandchildren running alongside her grief 
at a friend’s passing. There are notably few regrets in Truitt’s sense of an ending: a critic’s query about her 
feminism touches off a reflection on the “dammed-up force of individuality” that characterized her marriage 
and the quiet defiance that fuelled her work in the studio; a graduate student’s question about money pro-
vokes rueful thoughts of sculptures she wouldn’t have the chance to make. As in her art, Truitt was constantly 
making monoliths of memory—including the moment a half century before when she understood what she 
wanted to do with her life: “And one day . . . it occurred to me that if I made a sculpture it would just stand 
there and time would roll over its head and the light would come and the light would go and it would be 
continuously revealed.”

Truitt often described her life as a series of departures or “turns” away from the future she’d expected, and the 
one that had been expected for her. Born Anne Dean, in 1921, she grew up in Easton, where she was taught 
at home by a private teacher and read to by her mother, with whom she was very close. When she first went 
to school, in fifth grade, she was discovered to be severely nearsighted: before she got glasses, she mostly 
saw light, color, and shape. By twelve, the Great Depression had ravaged the family finances and her parents’ 
mental health; Truitt and her younger twin sisters were sent to live for a year on their aunt’s farm in Virginia, 
where she learned to work with her hands. A burst appendix, followed by a nearly fatal bout of peritonitis dur-
ing her freshman year at Bryn Mawr, was another deviation, one that circuitously fed her interest in psychol-
ogy. She recovered while taking a physical rehabilitation course at a hospital in Asheville, North Carolina, 
where she played volleyball with psychiatric patients, including Zelda Fitzgerald. During the Second World 
War, Truitt volunteered as a Red Cross nurse’s aide (she was also a researcher in the psychiatry lab) at Mas-
sachusetts General Hospital, in Boston, working with traumatized soldiers, but she opted against pursuing a 
doctorate in psychology at Yale. The demands and rituals of care—from hauling bedpans and washing dying 
bodies to finding the right words to reassure—had deepened her moral imagination, allowing her “to open up 
the ducts,” as she put it, that would eventually connect life and art.
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After her marriage, in 1947, Truitt accompanied her husband to New York before eventually settling in D.C., 
where he would work for the Washington Post. As a result of her teen-age illness, she was infertile early in 
her marriage, years that she later acknowledged as a crucial period of creative incubation that few women of 
her era enjoyed. She was mostly writing fiction then, only to grow increasingly frustrated with the conven-
tions of storytelling. “I had less interest in narrative than I had thought, and no knack for how things happen 
in time,” she recalled in “Yield.” In 1955, the same year a surgeon at Johns Hopkins made it possible for her to 
have children, she translated a book about one of the authors who had influenced her most, Germaine Brée’s 
“Marcel Proust and Deliverance from Time.” But it wasn’t until she turned to visual art—studying sculpture 
at the Institute of Contemporary Arts, in Washington, where she befriended the color-field painter Kenneth 
Noland—that she found her calling. In 1961, at the Guggenheim, she saw her first painting by Barnett New-
man. “My whole self lifted into it,” she recalled in “Daybook.” “ ‘Enough’ was my radiant feeling—for once in 
my life enough space, enough color. It seemed to me that I had never before been free.” The understanding set 
her on the course she would follow for the rest of her life.

Truitt wrote as she sculpted, returning to the past again and again to find fresh truths. Where her art’s elo-
quent allusion ended, her journals seemed to begin, offering a model of discipline and open-ended inquiry 
and a welcome counterweight to the kind of anxieties that so often accompany a creative practice. As Rachel 
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Kushner confides in her foreword to “Yield,” we read Truitt not only out of curiosity about her biographical 
details but for “selfish reasons”: “I was looking for hygiene, perhaps, of a particular kind: in thought and habits, 
in temperament and mood. I wanted instructions, silly as that might sound, for parsing the world with care, 
and honoring my own life.”

The paradoxes of creative work that defined Truitt’s being—the balance struck between our senses and our 
intellect, between the subtle self and the pragmatic one—are not so unlike the tensions at play in our own am-
bitions to make a mark on the world, to push beyond the formal confines of our particular existence. Perhaps 
this is why many of us are drawn to artists’ memoirs and journals: to see what’s behind those beautifully lit ob-
jects in a gallery, the uncertainty and struggle in pursuit of something subjective and fundamentally unknow-
able. Artists “catapult themselves wholly, without holding back one bit, into a course of action without having 
any idea where they will end up,” Truitt wrote in one of “Daybook” ’s best-known passages. “When they find 
that they have ridden and ridden—maybe for years, full tilt—in what is for them a mistaken direction, they 
must unearth within themselves some readiness to turn direction and to gallop off again.”
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Anne Truitt: White Paintings

In 1943, Anne Truitt graduated from Bryn Mawr College with a degree in psychology, 

and for two years after that worked in a psychiatric ward at Massachusetts General 

Hospital. When Truitt started painting and sculpting in 1949, she wasn’t pivoting away 

from psychology but rather investigating thought through a new medium. Her work 

was monochrome, delicate layers of a single color built up on textured, geometric wood. 

“What is important to me is not geometrical shape per se, or color per se,” she wrote in 

1965, “but to make a relationship between shape and color which feels to me like my 

experience.” At its West Hollywood outpost, Matthew Marks Gallery displays 10 white 

paintings from Truitt’s “Arundel” series, which she worked on between 1973 and 1999. 

“In these paintings I set forth, to see for myself how they appear, what might be called 

the tips of my conceptual icebergs,” Truitt explained. Each rectangular canvas is stark 

white, with occasional graphite lines and pops of titanium white. —J.D.

Anne Truitt, “Arundel XLIII,” 1977. Photo courtesy of Matthew Marks Gallery.

Matthew Marks Gallery
1062 N Orange Grove Ave, Los Angeles, CA 90046
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In 1965, while living in Japan with her three children and husband, Anne Truitt (1921–2004) wrote:

What is important to me is not geometrical shape per se, or color per se, but to make a 

relationship between shape and color which feels to me like my experience. To make what feels 

to me like reality.
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In her pursuit of reality, and the importance she ascribed to place in her life, starting with her 

childhood on the Maryland coast, Truitt merged three-dimensional columnar supports and color 

into a beguilingly nuanced experience that slowly reveals itself as we walk around the mute form in 

our midst. 

In her exploration of the limits of perception, Truitt pushed the implications of Ad Reinhardt’s 

almost imperceptible shifts in hue and Barnett Newman’s precisely divided monochromatic fields 

into a new territory. 

Truitt painted the surfaces of her sculptures in layers, each of which has been sanded down before 

the next coat is applied. As we make our way around one of her forms, all sorts of interactions take 

place. 

Did the hue darken or lighten from one plane to the next, or is the difference the result of ambient 

light? I find myself becoming more aware of the interplay of reflection and shadow in a room 

occupied by Truitt’s sculptures. What about that thin band of color running along the bottom? What 

does it mean to circumambulate the sculpture and still feel as if some part of it eludes you? What 

leads me inevitably to think about the relationship between beauty and an understated unease? Is it 

because I am reminded of how much of everyday phenomena escapes my attention?
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These questions, which link what I see with the associations it stirs up and memories that rise to 

the surface, underscore that the past and present are connected, but also, to my mind and more 

importantly, that art and life are not separate. However inspired Truitt might have been by her 

encounter with the work of Reinhardt, she did not agree with his statement: “Art is art. Everything 

else is everything else.”

In his comprehensive, beautifully written Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties (2004), 

James Meyer, Truitt’s most insightful critic, wrote: “Each sculpture is the residue of a memory or a 

chain of memories triggered during its completion.” 

We need not know what triggered Truitt’s choices because she never represents them. With 

sculpture, she found a way to embrace her experience without turning it into an image or a 

narrative. In her work, this experience is translated into a color sensation that is modulated and 

subtle, an optical phenomenon linked to our moving body. We have to readjust our orientation to 

the physical world and open ourselves up to nuance. 

Truitt’s sculptures have often been described as eccentric because they do not fit comfortably into 

the well-established parameters of either Minimalism or Color Field painting, both of which she has 

been associated with. Yet it seems to me that this attitude toward her work is diminishing. Neither 

sculpture nor painting, her hybrid forms are unlike anything else that was being done at the time, 

and they should be recognized for that. 
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Truitt belongs to the small and distinct group of artists that Carter Ratcliff recently defined when 

he wrote in Hyperallergic of Joanna Pousette-Dart’s shaped paintings: “[She] has found an original 

way to be original.” (Ruth Asawa could also be placed in this group.)

For those who know Truitt’s sculptures and paintings, the exhibition Anne Truitt: Sound at 

Matthew Marks Gallery (November 12 – December 19, 2020), which consists of a body of work that 

has never before been exhibited, will come as a surprise. In these paintings on paper, the merging of 

support and paint is unlike anything else in her oeuvre. 

According to the gallery press release: 

While making this series, Truitt described waking one morning with the impression that her 

sense of shape, structure, and proportion had departed her. “What is left is ‘sound,’ some kind of 

energy without name,” she wrote. “It occurred to me that the ‘name’ of the things I am making 

out of the beautiful delicate strong paper is SOUND.”

This statement implies that what had left the artist was her ability to recognize where she was in the 

world; her sense of measure had been replaced by feelings of chaos. 

As the word “sound” suggests, these paintings are purely abstract and have little to do with physical 

place. The series consists of 14 roughly square, monochromatic works done in thickly brushed 

acrylic on unevenly edged handmade paper. 
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I was taken by the fact that, making these works the year before she died, she had stopped using a 

signature process she had long employed in her sculptures, of sanding between each coat of paint. 

As a counterpoint to the paintings, the exhibition includes two box-like sculptures, both of which 

are 18 ¼ inches high. In “Hover” (1999), Truitt painted the sides a color she described as “orangey-

apricot” and the top lavender, which she extended down the sides “a little tiny sliver.” The low 

height of “Hover” draws the viewer’s attention to the top, which seems to detach itself from the rest 

of the sculpture and float above it, a plane of lilac-colored light.

Emphasizing the physical, rather than the optical, something completely different happens in the 

thickly covered, brushy works on paper. Was Truitt starting fresh? Or was she beginning to let go, 

knowing that death was fast approaching? Maybe these two conditions are entwined rather than 

divergent. The size of the works echoes the field of vision when one is staring straight ahead. The 

first four paintings in the SOUND series are black. They are painted in viscous acrylic on paper 

with deckled edges. They have been mounted on a support in a shallow box frame, so that they float 

before the viewer — uneven, planar forms. 

Truitt wanted the support and color to merge in her sculptures; she was not interested in making a 

painted sculpture. In her hands, the geometric form, with its different planes, becomes a complex 

synthesis of object, color, and light, an optical thing. 
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In a similar way, Truitt merges the paint with support in the SOUND paintings. The resulting works 

have a mineral-like presence; they resemble sheets of slate floating before us. The association with 

slate is especially true of the black paintings (which account for nearly half of the 14 works). At the 

same time, the heaviness of the works’ material presence is undermined by the illusion that they are 

floating in the frame. 

This contradiction is elevated to a poignant pitch by the scale, which echoes the viewer’s 

concentrated field of vision.

Thinking back over Truitt’s work, from her breakthrough piece, “First” (1961), which was inspired 

by the white picket fences of her childhood in Easton, Maryland, to these last works on paper, I was 

reminded of the final stanza of Robert Creeley’s poem “The Rhythm” (1962): 

The rhythm which projects

from itself continuity

bending all to its force

from window to door,

from ceiling to floor,

light at the opening,

dark at the closing.

In her investigation of the limits of seeing, Truitt was not a materialist. Through her work she 

expressed a spiritual recognition that one cannot see everything there is to see, even as we are 

pulled irrevocably forward, toward chaos and infinity. With the SOUND paintings, Truitt did not 

close her eyes or avert her gaze. She worked her way from black to milky white to bold red to gray. 

Color became visceral and rough, a celebration of the physical world in all its manifestations. In 

these paintings, I hear Truitt saying hello and goodbye.

Anne Truitt: Sound continues at Matthew Marks Gallery (523 West 24th Street, Chelsea, 

Manhattan) through December 19.
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“Something strange is happening to me.” 

So explained Anne Truitt in a letter to her daughter in the fall of 2003, one year before her death at 
age 83. “Certain ways in which I have made my work ever since 1961 have simply—very simply, 
silently and without saying goodbye—departed from me.”
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Truitt was talking about making “Sound,” a new body of work that would go down as one of the 
last in her decades-long career. 

Each of the 14 entries in the series comes in the form of a square piece of paper covered edge 
to edge in thick, monochromatic swaths of paint—a pensive study in color, abstraction, and, yes, 
sound. They went on public view for the first time last week at Matthew Marks Gallery in New York 
(through December 19).

“It’s as if a person had decisively walked quietly out of a room I am used to living in and in which I 
were thoroughly accustomed to a powerful presence,” the artist continued in the letter. “I am sur-
prised. What is left is ‘sound,’ some kind of energy without name. More force, no name.”

“Yesterday while walking around,” Truitt went on, “it occurred to me that the ‘name’ of the things I 
am making out of the beautiful delicate strong paper…is SOUND.”
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For those familiar with the artist’s greatest hits—her totemic sculptures or expansive Color Field 
paintings—the “Sound” series might come as a surprise. The profound interest in color that im-
bues much of Truitt’s work is there, but the finish is different. Whereas older efforts evinced clean—
if imperfect—surfaces, these works on paper are expressive and aggressive and rough.

And yet, as Matthew Marks director Cory Nomura explains, what distinguishes the “Sound” series 
within the artist’s catalogue is also what makes it unmistakably Truitt. 

“She continued to innovate within a particular language throughout her entire practice,” Nomura 
tells Artnet News. “It never became a rote operation. Everything was made deliberately and with 
intense meaning and thought behind it.” 

“Anne Truitt: Sound” is the seventh solo presentation of the artist’s work at Marks. (The show is 
also featured on the dealer’s virtual exhibition platform.) 
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Since the gallery began working with Truitt’s estate 12 years ago, Nomura notes, it has been mak-
ing its way through the bodies of work she left behind. During that time, the market for her art has 
also grown significantly. Truitt’s 15 priciest auction sales—which comprise sculptures, paintings, 
and works on paper—have all come since 2012, according to the Artnet Price Database. The top 
five, including a 1983 sculpture that sold for a record $325,000 at Sotheby’s, have taken place 
since 2018.

The artist has also received growing institutional attention as art historians seek to expand the 
story of Minimalism. In 2017, Dia:Beacon unveiled a long-term exhibition of Truitt’s work dating 
from the 1960s to the 1980s.

“Anne Truitt: Sound” will be on view at Matthew Marks Gallery November 12–December 19, 2020.
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By Louis Block

Anne Truitt, Brunt, 1974. Acrylic on canvas, 19 x 92 inches. © annetruitt.org / Bridgeman Images /  
Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery.

In a journal entry written at Yaddo in the summer of 1974, Anne Truitt recalls falling asleep as a 
child in Maryland, attempting to locate, in pitch darkness, the position of furniture in the bedroom. 
She goes on to describe what lies behind her head, out the window, beyond the lawn, the river, 
the town. It is only once this task is accomplished, once she is “in place,” that she can fall asleep. 
“I pay attention to latitude and longitude. It’s as if the outside world has to match some personal 
horizontal and vertical axis.”1 In the absence of light, when only flickers of visual information are 
available, Truitt relies on a corporeal sense to build an image of the world.

This preoccupation with spatial orientation is present in much of Truitt’s writing, not just as 
a means to ground oneself, but as a way to structure the emotional landscape of her own life. 
Consider this early memory of Truitt as an infant being changed by her nurse Stella:

I remember lying on a table in the pale light of night. My lower body is drenched. My diaper 
is being changed. I already know that I will be comfortable very soon, and I feel patient. 
My nurse is tall and slender and serene, like my mother, though I know that she is not my 
mother.2
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Already, Truitt associates her own horizontality with helplessness, and the verticality of her nurse 
and mother with comfort—they are beings that, by virtue of their upright stature, provide care for 
her. Later on in childhood, Truitt’s mother brings her to see Stella on her deathbed. She is shocked 
to see her former nurse lying down:

Her length, so often measured vertically from my low perspective, was now shockingly 
horizontal. My knees were above her head. Her frail body was flat, scarcely lifting the cover 
under which it was neatly stretched, and her long hair, usually wound around her head, was 
combed out and spread thinly on the sheet.3

In this psychological inversion of roles, Truitt assumes the position of caretaker, standing above 
the bed. Upright, she has assumed full control of her world. In this vertical axis one finds choice, 
independence, strength. Being horizontal then, is to be subject to the tides of nature and biology: 
infantile impotence, uncontrollable dreams, disease, death.

All of this is to say that it would be obvious to read Truitt’s works as figures or landscapes. With 
their frequently elongated proportions (tall and thin or short and wide), her paintings and 
sculptures seem to resonate along their respective axes. While the vertical pieces embody a physical 
presence in space, whether imposing or shy, the horizontal pieces are something to fall into; they 
request the viewer’s presence. These infinite couplings—sleeping and waking, voids and bodies, 
nature and nurture—allow for a neat compartmentalizing of Truitt’s work. It was this division that 
I attempted to circumvent while visiting a new show at Matthew Marks of eleven paintings, made 
between 1974 and 1993.

Installation view, Anne Truitt Paintings, Matthew Marks Gallery, New York, 2018. Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery. 
Photo: Aaron Wax. © annetruitt.org / Bridgeman Images / Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery.
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It was helpful, in reading the lines and forms of the paintings, not to try to identify horizons versus 
figures, but to ask “which horizon, which figure?” Truitt’s titles invoke autobiographical details, 
whether they are place names or phrases like Run Child Run, not so much implying the specific 
content that is being abstracted, but rather hinting at a specificity of experience, a location along 
the emotive axes of perception.

The gallery’s main room holds four vertical paintings, beacons against the stark walls. Ojibwa 
(1993) is bisected by a black diagonal with a slight red fringe. On either side, two fields of purple—
impossibly close to each other in hue—push inwards. Up close, the mind doubts the eye. Are 
the purples actually different, or is the red fringe playing tricks? Three skinny paintings from 
1986 appear to gaze in towards the center of the room. But, approaching them individually, their 
personae fade away.  Despite their vertical formats, all three paintings contain horizon lines. A 
crooked black segment grounds the bottom of Messenger’s (1986) red field, while a thin strip of red 
rests atop Prodigal’s (1986) purple. Not only does this juxtaposition play with the relative value of 
the two reds, it pushes the figure ground relationship to its absolute limit, relegating the painting’s 
tension to the edge of the canvas, forcing the viewer to crouch down or tilt their head up to view 
the action. Similarly, the square format paintings, such as Prospect (1991) and Run Child Run (1986) 
consist of dense fields of color with slight blips of contrast running against the bottom edge of the 
canvas.

Anne Truitt, Run Child Run, 1986. Acrylic on canvas, 60 x 60 inches. © annetruitt.org / Bridgeman Images / 
Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery.
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These paintings insist on the meditative quality of their content. Truitt intensifies the resonance 
of these fields of color not by doing away with form and line, but by pushing it to the periphery. 
In another journal entry, she describes the first time she witnessed violence. In her childhood 
garden, she would peer out through the fence to look at “the whitewashed clapboard back wall of 
a shed housing the grocer’s chickens. Violets grew profusely under its eaves. Nourished by chicken 
droppings, enormous, sweet-smelling blossoms burgeoned from thick-springing leaves.”  When 
the grocer comes out to slaughter the chickens on the stump next to the shed, she describes the 
scene as “violets in the foreground and off to the left the matter-of-fact wielding of death.”4 The 
violets are what hold Truitt’s attention in this foundational memory, either because of their vivid 
color or the mere fact that they draw attention away from the chickens’ slaughter. Nonetheless, 
there is an acknowledgement of necessary contrasts in this passage: the flowers grow out of the 
waste produced by chickens, which are then slaughtered for sustenance. It is Truitt’s specificity of 
vision that focuses her unwavering gaze on the violets, without erasing the unpleasant actions both 
peripheral to the flowers’ placement and integral to their existence.

The show’s four horizontal canvases are installed in the back room, promising an exploration 
of latitudinal experience, a simplification which quickly faltered in my mind. The horizon line in 
Brunt (1974), when examined up close, reveals bleeding of both the brown and black layers into 
each other, suggesting a back and forth struggle with both fields. The sense of movement here is 
vertical rather than horizontal, a contest between two strong forces weighing upon each other. The 

Anne Truitt, Engadine I, 1990. Acrylic on canvas, 48 x 108 inches. © annetruitt.org / Bridgeman Images / Courtesy 
Matthew Marks Gallery.
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paintings are full of these contrasts between force and dimension. In the movement of one’s head 
to view the crest at the top of Morning Wave (1986), the expanse of blue rushes out of the confines 
of its narrow canvas. The later paintings are even mounted on rounded stretchers, so that a bevel 
gracefully guides the paint from the face of the paintings to their edges.

Engadine I (1990) offers the most subtle shifts in perception. On the first viewing, under artificial 
light, the diagonal separating the two fields was sharply defined, throwing the composition off-
kilter. On subsequent viewings, under the natural shifting light of two cloudy days, the fields 
were more hazy, seeming to overlap into each other. In another sequence from her journal, 
Truitt describes a recurring dream of night-swimming with an unknown lover. “We are the same 
temperature as the water. Its purple folds our purple into itself, under and over. But we remain 
ourselves.”5 What is the inherent difference that allows for two colors to remain separate once 
pushed against each other? What else is the color infused with?

On the subject of straight lines, Truitt wrote “We never see them unless we make them ourselves; 
even the apparently straight horizon of the ocean against the sky curves if we see it from the air.”6 If 
these lines are not found in nature, then they must relate to our bodies. In drawing a line, we locate 
ourselves not only along latitude and longitude, but in time, and in other imperceptible dimensions. 
Just as specific colors carry personal meaning, so too can specific degrees of spatial orientation—
the awkward angles in which we shift our bodies to see, to embrace, or to hide.

Up close, Engadine’s colors waver in the shifting light. Stepping back slowly, the canvas appears to 
have been hung crooked. I blink and realize my spine has aligned with the diagonal. For a moment, I 
am parallel to Truitt’s axis. Then, I readjust, back to the present.

Notes

1.	 Anne Truitt. Daybook (Pantheon, 1982). From the 2013 Scribner edition. 27-28.
2.	 Daybook, 47.
3.	 Ibid. 48.
4.	 Ibid. 76-77.
5.	 Ibid. 81.
6.	 Ibid. 74.
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Kennicott, Philip.   “An artist who stood apart from D.C. intrigue and the New York whirl.” The Washington Post, 
December 7, 2017.

The main gallery space of the National Gallery’s Anne Truitt exhibition is a modestly large but 

tall room, where for years the museum displayed the beloved cutouts of Henri Matisse. Upon 

entry, you encounter what seems to be a family gathering, a collection of wooden pillars and 

wall-like forms, in different colors, upright and erect, as though they all the shared the same 

DNA that Americans prize as markers of wealth and good health. They are mostly long and lean 

and stand apart from one another with a certain WASP-ish reserve.

Truitt was born on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, went to Bryn Mawr, married a journalist who 
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rose high in the ranks of The Washington Post and Newsweek, and found herself “one of the 

inhabitants of Camelot,” as curator James Meyer puts it in an interview with the artist published 

in 2002. One of the earliest sculptures on view is a yellow and white form with a sleek, sunny 

disposition. The 1962 “Mary’s Light,” honors Mary Pinchot Meyer, an artist and friend of 

Truitt’s, who was found shot to death in 1964 on the canal in Georgetown.

Anne’s husband, James Truitt, was a player in a major story about Mary’s affair with John 

F. Kennedy, and Mary’s ex-husband, Cord Meyer, was a high-level CIA figure and himself 
the subject of rumors about the Kennedy 

assassination. Her death remains a mystery 

that still embroils some of the most storied 

figures in this city’s imaginary golden age of 

intrigue and glamour.

Truitt’s work remains reticent, if not 

indifferent, to all of that. She seems to have 

lived peripheral to multiple different worlds 

of preening ambition. Truitt, who died in 

2004, found studio spaces in the interstices 

of Washington, raised a family and made 

her art. She was given the benediction 

by prominent critics, such as Clement 

Greenberg, but remained on the edge of the 

social and professional circles of the New 

York art scene. Her work was some of the 

earliest to focus on stripped-down, basic 

geometric forms, an aesthetic often called 

minimalism, but she rejected that label, too.

In James Meyer’s interview with Truitt, conducted when she was in her 80s, the scholar presses 

her on the meaning of the forms and meticulous color combinations that define her sculpture. 

Thrice he asks her the same question, and twice she demurs. Only on the third try does she offer 

a clue: “I think you’d have to say that what I’ve been about is being alone in the world, looking 

around at it, and trying to absorb it, at first with extremely nearsighted eyes.” Until she was in 

fifth grade, she says, no one knew how bad her eyes were. So, it seems, she moved through the 

world seeing large forms as large, soft blocks of white and gray.
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It’s hard to know whether she said that only to be polite, to offer a persistent interviewer 

something to go on. It certainly helps make sense of some of the early works, in which she 

seems to reduce architectural forms to basic shapes. The earliest of the proto-minimalist forms 

looks to be a piece of white picket fence, but could just as easily be the pale silhouette of three 

distended buildings with peaked roofs.

Her later works become more about color, the interplay of color and then the absence of color. 

The forms are so simple that one has but two choices: Take them in as a single, solitary object, 

beyond the possibility of interpretation; or dig into their details and find meaning in the 

smallest gestures. And so the absence or presence of a supporting base becomes a small drama, 

as does the specificity of how she applied color, the texture of the surface and the fine play of 

light on subtly different applications of paint.

In this, she was different from the mostly male artists with whom she was often linked, 

including Donald Judd, who used more industrial manufacturing processes to give his work an 

anonymous perfection. She spoke directly about the role of sexism in her career, saying that the 

impact of the boy’s-club control of the larger art world “couldn’t be exaggerated.” But sexism 

isn’t just about loutish male figures double-plating the glass ceiling. It marginalizes personality 
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types, and forms of behavior that are gendered “female.” One gets the sense that Truitt enjoyed 

or at least needed her solitude, and that the constant tending of reputation and social position 

were repellent to her. She had the potential for an enormous career, but “I never claimed my 

space.”

That phrase haunts this exhibition, full of work that inhabits but never claims its space. Some of 

the pieces are large, but not domineering. Truitt’s work can seem standoffish when juxtaposed 

with more assertive sculptures, and more reductive forms of “minimalism.” The bases and 

struts that support early works disappear in later pieces, so they refuse even a connection to the 

floor. A late work, from 2002, named after one of her studios, “Twining Court,” is a single, tall, 

retiring plinth of black. Among the most compelling is “Parva XII,” from 1977, which takes her 

basic stellalike form and turns it on its side, so that it can inhabit a shelf, like a cat.

The problem with interpreting, and worse, over-interpreting, Truitt’s art is that the descriptions 

become more and more inextricable from metaphors of femininity. And yet, what exactly is 

wrong with that?

In the Tower: Anne Truitt is on view at the National Gallery of Art through April 1. For 

information, visit nga.gov.
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Rutland, Beau.   “Critic’s Picks: Anne Truitt.” Artforum, March 2012.

“Anne Truitt: Drawings” has little to do with Anne Truitt’s 
sculpture, which couldn’t be better for both media. The 
elegantly installed retrospective of  Truitt’s works on paper 
spotlights her career-long formal investigations, laid 
flat in two dimensions instead of  the standard vertical 
three, and to dramatic effect. Made between the 1960s 
and ’90s, the drawings range from slight pencil lines to 
intense prismatic swaths of  paint, the latter of  which 
convey acts of  ecstatic defilement and reveal an alter ego 
whose impulses Truitt never dared indulge in the presence 
of  her august columns. 28 Dec ’62, for instance, bears 
visible brushstrokes, oscillating hues, and jagged lines from 
hurriedly deracinated tape. In these works, the occasional 
preciosity of  Truitt’s iconic pillars takes a backseat to 
roving curiosity.

Three domestically inclined pencil and white acrylic drawings from 1965–66 present a link to the 
surprisingly figurative beginning of  Truitt’s large-scale sculpture practice. First, 1961, a section of  
ersatz white picket fencing perhaps plucked from her suburban neighborhood in Washington, DC. A 
highlight within this group, 21 Nov ’62, a barely there outline of  a mid-Atlantic gable, flickers into 
perception, bringing along with it self-assured identification and a decidedly (if  understated) feminist 
ethos. More recent drawings, such as Untitled, 1986, with its acrid clashing of  lemon and tangerine 
and severe composition, amplify Truitt’s prioritization of  color, with form coming in a close second. 
Affinities and influences appear from time to time in modified forms, including Barnett Newman’s 
zips or Agnes Martin’s fey grids, though such gestures serve to reinforce the artist’s heightened 
individual sense of  pleasure and disregard for the fashionable. By focusing on the lesser seen, the 
exhibition provides a fuller view of  Truitt’s oeuvre and leaves one longing for more.

— Beau Rutland
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The late Anne Truitt, whose work is often associated with 
Minimalism, is best known for her freestanding, assertively 
self-effacing, brightly painted wooden pillars. Confronting 
and repossessing the history of  sculpture and the nature 
of  artistic ambition at a 90-degree angle, formally simple 
but psychologically complex to the point of  opacity, they’re 
documents of  a kind of  transcendental sublimation. But 
the same quality illuminates the best of  the several dozen 
drawings—pale graphite grids, saturated color fields, 
minimally figurative angles and lines—currently on view at 
Matthew Marks Gallery.

28 Dec ’62, named, like several other of  these works on 
paper, for the date of  its execution, is just under two by three 

feet but dominates a large room. A clean-edged black shape, 
painted in acrylic with impossible-to-discern brushstrokes, 
fills a sheet of  white Bristol paper. It’s not quite a rectangle 
because its upper edge stoops down at an angle. From a 
certain distance, your view of  the sheer, dropping emptiness 
may be disrupted by reflections in the glass protecting the 
piece, but if  you step closer, you can make out pale indigo 
shadows flickering across the surface of  the paint. What is 
the mark and what is the ground seem clear enough, and 
so does the way the expansive shape puts emphasis on the 
negative space; but no sooner does the white border leap out 
than it seems to push forward the black again. Foreground 
and background—and with them, free will and inherited 
language; surface and depth; expressing and obscuring; and 



making and erasing—switch places again and again until they 
become an infinite recursion. There’s hardly space for the 
viewer to enter, but the movement is hard to look away from. 
The effect is something like sci-fi novelist Philip K. Dick’s 
“Zebra,” the massive intelligence that he hypothesized could 
camouflage itself  by looking not just like something else, but 
like the whole environment.

Shear No. 5 and Shear No. 16, on the other hand, both 
made in 1976, bring to mind an older book: Like the 
imperial court ladies of  The Tale of  Genji, who expressed 
their esthetic elliptically, by trailing overlapping silk sleeves in 
different colors from the windows of  their palanquins, these 
drawings work by means of  static juxtaposition. In Shear No. 
5, the near-rectangle is a deep Japanese plum color and has 
an asymmetrical peaked roof. The background is royal blue. 
The shape is painted thickly enough to be discernibly raised 
from its ground, but despite its density is translucent enough 
to let through long, narrow lines of  blue and to reveal its 
own grainy, vertical brushstrokes. It’s impossible, again, to see 
into the depths, but in this case not because they’re hidden, 
but because all the artist’s energy has been poured into the 
surface.

9 Jan ’63 shows two long, horizontal rectangles, outlined 
precisely in ink over graphite, joined by six irregularly spaced 
vertical lines. Floating between drawing and diagram, it’s 
gentle but withholding. Several other grids and houselike 
shapes of  distinctly but faintly drawn graphite lines, 
sometimes filled in with light applications of  white acrylic, 
test the boundary between declaration and hypothesis by 
being literally difficult to see: from the other side of  the 
room, they look like blank pieces of  paper. The long, narrow, 
pointy black shape of  Sable XIV, on the other hand, like a 
low rise just over the horizon, has such a minimal figurative 
efficiency that it seems to pull the room in, like a vacuum, 
rather than giving its image out.

Other Minimalist work chooses easily generalized and 
abstracted colors and psychologically potent forms to 
suggest the purity of  disembodiment: It uses its materials to 
transcend the material. But even Truitt’s blacks, blues and reds 
clearly remain paint. And most of  the drawings in this show 
don’t use such loaded, argumentative colors at all. Instead, 
their streaks, dashes, spatters and stripes are rendered in and 
on bright floral yellow, pale peach, powder blue, orange and 

green, or light plum. The self-effacement of  formal Minimalism 
becomes a gesture of  respect to the concrete particularity of  any 
given work. One untitled drawing from 1967 could be the flag 
of  some quiet island kingdom where the prime minister writes 
poetry and the standing army consists of  a single policeman. Two 
wide vertical stripes in the middle, one a thick orange-yellow, the 
other dense pink, are bounded on the sides by slightly different 
shades of  peach. It’s completely self-possessed, but looking too 
closely feels something like interrupting.

Heinrich, Will.   “Transcendental Sublimination: ‘Anne Truitt: Drawings’...” New York Observer, February 21, 2012.
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