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Roux, Caroline.   “Ellsworth Kelly Retrospective in Paris Celebrates Artist’s Handling of  Shape, Colour and Feeling.” 
The Art Newspaper, May 9, 2024. 

There is a good reason for the Louis Vuitton Foundation in Paris to put on an Ellsworth 
Kelly exhibition. In 2014, the last site-specific commission to be completed in his lifetime 
was inaugurated in the building’s auditorium. The American artist, known for his work with 
solid colour, form and line, died in December 2015 aged 92.
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Now the auditorium sits at the heart of an exhibition, Shapes and Colours, 1949-2015, of 
more than 100 works by Kelly. Its stage curtain represents one of his Spectrum works—
featuring dazzling vertical lines of rainbow colours—while single red, blue and yellow 
panels appear on the walls. “Kelly took a lot of pleasure in this commission; he was very 
involved,” explained Suzanne Pagé, the foundation’s artistic director at the opening on 4 
May. “He had proposed the panels as his usual wooden ones, but that would have changed 
the finely tuned acoustics of interior that architect Frank Gehry had designed.” Instead, 
the artist—who loved the problem-solving aspect of art production—found a company that 
could produce a textile in a big enough size and to the exact colour of his paintings.

The exhibition has travelled from the Glenstone Museum, the private institution not far 
from Washington, DC, which has a huge Kelly collection, but has arrived in Paris in a 
much-modified form. This show tells the whole story: Kelly benefitting from his GI grant—
provided to veterans of the Second World War—and spending six years in Paris, where he 
was inspired by Hans Arp and John Cage to begin incorporating chance into his practice 
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(there’s a 1950 Cut Up drawing here, with ink-blackened paper squares scattered on a 
ground). Also his return to the US in 1954, where he finds that though he was too American 
for the French, he’s also too French for his muscularly Abstract Expressionist peers in the 
US.

Instead, Kelly remains outside of all movements. He deals not in narrative, but in space 
and the physical effect of colour. He develops an economy of form that is reductive but 
somehow playful and often quite pretty. He works around the fine line where painting and 
sculpture meet.

There are more than a few greatest hits here. The show includes, for example, his so-called 
first and only Abstract Expressionist painting, made after a visit to Giverny in 1952, with 
a stunning mottled green surface that owes much to Monet; and the Yellow Curve floor 
sculpture from 1990—a thin flat panel installed on the ground of a specially created room—
that floods the space with yellow light. Also featured is a 1987 painting made of three 
separated dancing grey shapes (in oil on canvas), in which the wall is as much a part of the 
piece as the panels themselves.
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Kelly’s work is entirely phenomenological—completed by viewer and context. And even 
when he turns his hand to other things, he is manifest. In a series of photographs of 
buildings and landscape, he seeks out blocked forms and lines. The picture postcards he 
sent to friends are embellished with coloured shapes. Drawings of fruit and vegetables are 
reduced to the absolute essentials.

While the exhibition suffers from trailing across some fairly disconnected galleries (it 
would be easy to miss a section or two), it benefits from little or no interpretation. Just a 
text at the beginning of each gallery serves to highlight a few facts, but quite rightly, this is 
presented as a show not to be read about, but to be seen and felt.

•	 Ellsworth Kelly. Shapes and colours, 1949-2015, Fondation Louis Vuitton, Paris until 9 
September
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Limnander, Armand.   “Ellsworth Kelly’s ‘Shapes and Colors’ Arrives at the Fondation Louis Vuitton.” W Magazine, 
May 8, 2024. 

Last year, Ellsworth Kelly, who passed away in 2015, would have turned 100. The milestone spawned 
an ongoing celebration of one of America’s most beloved and prolific masters, starting with “Ellsworth 
Kelly at 100” last year at the Glenstone Museum, in Potomac, Maryland. A continuing survey of his 
work, “Ellsworth Kelly, Shapes and Colors, 1949-2015,” just opened at the Fondation Louis Vuitton, 
in Paris, and will remain on view until September 9.
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The venue makes perfect sense. Kelly, after all, lived in France in the late 1940s and early 1950s, a 
formative period of his career. But perhaps most important, Kelly’s final commission, completed in 
2014, was made for the Fondation. The Frank Gehry building, located on the outskirts of Paris, had 
just been completed, and there was a soaring auditorium that anchored the space. Kelly was tapped to 
create a permanent “curtain” for its stage—Spectrum VIII, a monumental piece consisting of twelve 
joined panels. He complemented it with a long yellow strip, blue and red incomplete squares, and 
green and purple rectangles that were hung in the surrounding walls.

Those pieces are a focal point of the retrospective, which touches upon all aspects of Kelly’s oeuvre, 
including painting, works on paper, collages, photographs, sculptures, and installations. “It has a breadth 
to it that’s important,” says Jack Shear, the president and director of the Ellsworth Kelly Foundation, 
who was Kelly’s life partner for over three decades. Shear, a photographer whose pictures of Kelly’s 
studio after the artist’s death are included in a side room, worked closely with the Fondation’s artistic 
director, Suzanne Pagé, on the installation of the artworks. “Ellsworth had a particular vision of how 
he saw his paintings and how he saw his work,” Shear says. “I knew him so well, I just tried to channel 
what he would have done.”
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The show begins with modestly scaled tableaus that Kelly created while in Paris, where he landed 
after serving in the Army during World War II and studying under the GI bill at Boston’s School of 
the Museum of Fine Arts. In those early pieces, he was clearly searching for a way to simplify and 
abstract what he observed. At that time, artists like Picasso and Matisse ruled the day, but Kelly wasn’t 
interested in painting people; after those towering giants, what could be done with the human figure? 
Instead, he focused on fragments—be it architectural details, the slope of a hill on a field, or the 
shadow cast by the sun on an open book. Pure form, color, and scale became his métier.

An important breakthrough happened in 1952, when Kelly created what he considered his first 
monochromatic painting, following a visit to Monet’s home and studio in Giverny. “It’s not 
monochromatic at all,” says Shear, laughing, as he shows me a beautiful work in mottled greens with 
hints of blue that brings to mind the background of Monet’s famous waterlilies. “But for Ellsworth, it 
was.” After that, Kelly worked exclusively in his signature flat, uniform style.
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In the decades that followed, Kelly’s reach grew in both scale and refinement, his paintings becoming 
totem-like objects of purity, poetry, and grace. Many accolades came his way, including midcareer 
retrospectives at MoMA in New York, the Centre Pompidou in Paris, and the Stedelijk Museum in 
Amsterdam. A highlight of the exhibition at the Fondation is Yellow Curve, Kelley’s first floor painting, 
for which a room was specially built when it was initially displayed, in Frankfurt in 1990.

And yet, Shear recalls that, for years, Kelly was not quite fully understood. He couldn’t be neatly 
placed into the prevailing artistic movements of his time, like abstract expressionism, pop art, or 
minimalism. “He was considered too French for the Americans and too American for the French,” 
says Shear. “Maybe it would have been better for him back then to fit in. But in retrospect, it’s better 
that it was that way. He was an anomaly, so he stands on his own.”

Towards the end of the exhibition, there is a series of photographs taken by Kelly. The snapshots are 
crisp, arresting vignettes of farmhouses, streets, and landscapes. If you take a few steps away from 
them and squint, you see only elemental forms. An open garage door, for example, becomes two 
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white blocks and a black one—not unlike the depurated black and white canvases that hang nearby. 
“For many years, Ellsworth didn’t like people seeing his pictures,” Shear says. “They were just aide-
mémoires for him, records of how he saw the world, like notes.”

For an eagle-eyed viewer, however, they offer much more than that: they are a window into a singularly 
pure creative process. Shear sums it up with a phrase he remembers Kelly was fond of saying: “If you 
turn off your mind and only look with your eyes, everything ultimately becomes abstract.”
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 In a black-and-white photograph 
taken in 1973, Ellsworth Kelly holds 
a trimmed cornstalk up to the sky, 
the plant’s undulating leaves caught 
in flattened bends against the mute 
gray of the overcast day. A slight 
squint is visible on the artist’s face, 
hinting at the intensity with which 
he regards the object held at arm’s 
length. It is that sense of perpetual 
rapture that characterized Kelly’s 
seven decades of looking and 
making—a constant searching out 
and perfecting of those moments 
where color and form develop just 
enough friction to hold together as 
objects. In an interview conducted 
twenty-three years after the photo 
was taken, Kelly described art’s 
“fixity, a sense of opposing the chaos 
of daily living” as an illusion. What 

he was after was “the reality of flux, 
to keep art an open, incomplete 
situation.” To put yourself in the 
artist’s place, holding the lightness 
of the cornstalk in the wind and 
trying to focus on the negative space 
between its torquing green leaves, 
is to imagine the enormity of Kelly’s 
project, which monumentalized 
that very indeterminacy.

The 1973 portrait is emblematic 
not only for pointing to Kelly’s 
reverence for the natural world, but 
also for another important detail: 
the cornstalk is cut, held above the 
tree line to provide better contrast. 
From early on, Kelly understood that 
his art involved excision as much 
as it did distillation. So it is fitting 
that this centennial celebration of 
Kelly’s birth is held in the limestone 
pavilions at Glenstone, massive 
structures that cut down into a 
tranquil slope and offer staggered 
views of the landscape and water 

gardens from quasi-subterranean 
but light-filled galleries. With over 
seventy of Kelly’s works on view, the 
exhibition feels compact, but not 
necessarily incomplete. Presenting 
a full picture of Kelly’s career, 
with its evolutions, its endless 
returns to familiar motifs, and its 
overall scale, would require any 
institution to devote an impossible 
amount of space to the endeavor. 
Missing at Glenstone is Kelly’s 
early involvement with the figure, 
his automatic drawings, collages 
on postcards, experiments in 
printmaking, important paintings 
from the “Red Green Blue” series, 
and models or documentation of 
his architectural commissions. 
But what those pieces would 
show us—the dynamic between 
biomorphic and rectilinear shapes, 
the integration of chance, the push 
and pull of elements on the picture 
plane, the often-ignored textures 
in his surfaces, the optical effect 
of color, and the consideration of 
the viewer’s body as an element 
in an installation—is nonetheless 
overwhelmingly present in this 
survey, which advances clockwise 
in a rough circle, bounded by an 
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exterior wall on which eighteen 
colored canvases are arrayed at 
regular intervals.

In this installation, Color 
Panels for a Large Wall II (1978) 
(like its larger iteration in I.M. Pei’s 
East Wing of the National Gallery), 
color is brought into a direct 
relation with architecture—here 
the elongated tiles of the pavilion’s 
gray veneer—so that the procession 
of chroma floats in a measured 
cadence along the viewer’s path. 
Notice three different greens and 
three different blues, hopscotching 
like arbitrarily darkened bricks on 
the passing wall. In reproduction, 
you can tell that each canvas is a 
different color, but in person, can 
you be sure the difference in hue 
isn’t due to shadows, glare, or the 
relational effects of the surrounding 
yellows, reds, oranges, and purples? 

The exhibition posits that final long 
stage of Kelly’s career, in which his 
painting and relief hybrids afford 
each color and shape their own 
panels in installation, as an endpoint 
that was realized relatively early in 
life. Each discrete gallery, then, can 
be seen as representing either a 
step toward that final product, an 
accessory path of development, or, 
in the later galleries, a confident and 
restless body of work within that 
system. The span of Kelly’s journey 
is not quite so straightforward, 
but it is hard to find fault with 
the momentum and economy in 
this description, which rightfully 
characterizes Kelly as a paradox: 
a cautious bystander to the fast-
moving schools of his time and, 
at the same time, one of the most 
important figures in twentieth-
century painting. His search for 

essence fell in opposition to the 
bravado of expressionistic painting, 
the morphology of his procedures 
did not fit neatly into Minimalism, 
and his casual choice of subjects 
eschewed Pop’s irreverence for an 
unwavering earnestness; it is not 
hyperbole to say that Kelly’s art 
forms its own solitary branch of 
modernism. But which piece, if any, 
is at the apogee of this achievement, 
bridging the early experimentalism 
and the conviction of the mature 
work? Glenstone’s Color Panels 
is a fair choice, remarkable for 
its indeterminate inflorescence 
and the way its meticulous non-
pattern seems infinite within 
tight constraints. Each canvas 
is a resolute, painted thing but 
the whole installation becomes 
a kaleidoscopic vision hovering 
between the viewer and the wall.
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Glenstone’s exhibition begins 
in 1949 with the artist in Paris, 
following his studies in Brooklyn 
and Boston and his service in 
the 603rd Camouflage Engineer 
Battalion (also known as the “Ghost 
Army,” which constructed and 
painted decoy tanks in WWII). 
The Paris paintings are already 
hard-edged, and Kelly is in the 
process of isolating objects to better 
show their pared-down forms. In 
paintings of a kilometer marker, 
a house plant, and a squat toilet, 
the hand is still abundantly visible 
in brushstrokes and reductive 
marks. While any of these could 
be taken as a sign of developments 
to come, it is Window, Museum 
of Modern Art, Paris (1949), that 
propelled Kelly most decisively 
toward the next phases of his 
career. The double-panel painting, 
with its painted wood framing flush 
with the top canvas and resting 
atop the lower canvas, is a stark 
representation of the mullions and 
panes of the museum’s window, but 
one that incorporates the subject’s 
dimensionality. What is striking 
in seeing the piece in person is its 
handmade qualities: the imperfect 
coverage of gray brushstrokes, the 
hewn borders, the visible grain 
of the wood. On the facing wall, 
MoMA’s Relief with Blue (1950) is 
slightly later, but perhaps an equally 
appropriate jumping-off point, as 
its recessed blue rectangle yields to 
two gentle curves (a composition 
based on the parting curtains of 
a staging of Hamlet in Paris). The 
early works show a preoccupation 
with presenting things as they are, 

shorn from their environments. 
Kelly reconstructs them as much as 
he represents them.

What is abundantly visible in 
the first few galleries is the struggle 
between a European and an 
American sensibility—not only in 
different approaches to abstraction 
but in the general feeling and scale 
of the canvases, in the pull of the 
artists, like Arp and Braque, whose 
paintings Kelly saw while abroad, 
and the Americans, whose works 
were only accessible to Kelly in 
reproduction. In the paintings 
of the early fifties, firmly in the 
oneiric and aleatory tradition of 
surrealism, Kelly deployed systems 
to avoid conscious composition, but 
in the process he created supremely 
balanced, beautiful abstractions. 
In the grid of Seine (1951), each 
successive column moving in from 
the white borders has one more 
random cell filled in with black, 
until they meet in a complete central 
black column, a pixelation that 
nonetheless captures the dazzling 
effect of light on choppy water. 
Gironde and Meschers (both 1951), 
are based on a dream that Kelly 
had, where schoolchildren helped 
him assemble massive panels on 
a wall. They are composed of cut-
up and rearranged brushstrokes, 
flattened with high contrast color, 
and are informatively paired with 
the earlier and looser Cut Up 
Drawing Rearranged by Chance 
(1950). Where Seine recreated 
nature through mathematics, and 
Meschers and Gironde broke apart 
the autonomy of the mark, the 
“La Combe” works, of which two 

are present here, found chance in 
nature. In the series, Kelly traced 
the shadows of a handrail on a metal 
staircase at different times of day, 
each step dividing the composition 
into vertical sections for the sharp 
diagonals to fall against. In another 
work in the series, not on view 
here and not exhibited since 1951, 
Kelly combined multiple elements 
of chance by giving his students 
a prompt based on the sun’s 
movement across those same stairs, 
and chose one drawing to later 
enlarge into a painting, subtitling 
it Collaboration with a 12-year-old 
girl.

Part of the show’s early strength 
is that each individual gallery 
shows the perfection of a particular 
mode of working before suggesting 
another stage of development, and 
the neat narrative holds—for the 
most part—as you advance through 
different phases of paintings. But, 
in turning back and considering 
pieces laterally, the paths of Kelly’s 
development become more tangled, 
more cyclical. While the final 
French gallery would initially have 
you believe that the “La Combe” 
method of working was minor 
compared to the breakthrough of 
automatic techniques and gridded 
color, the subsequent gallery of 
New York paintings shows Kelly 
all but abandoning the forced 
chance of pieces like Seine. Even 
in comparing Sanary (1952) and 
Méditerranée (1951–52) with 
Meschers and MoMA’s (absent) 
Colors for a Large Wall (1951), it 
is clear that Kelly was learning to 
trust his internalized observations 
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of the world, to place colors next 
to each other by feeling and not 
by a toss of the dice.

What is even more telling 
is that so many of these works 
from the last years in France—
which on the surface are about 
finding an impersonal method 
of composition—bear titles 
indicating Kelly’s proximity 
to water: the rivers Seine and 
Gironde, the coastal town of 
Meschers, the Sanary harbor, and 
of course, the Mediterranean. 
More than any single way of 
working, what propels Kelly’s 
early work is his fixation on 
certain effects of light—the 
dappling of a streetlight on a 
river, the garish hulls of moored 
boats, the slow and ruthless 
advancing of shadows. It would 
have been disruptive and 
informative in these galleries to 
include some of Kelly’s sketches 
from the same period depicting 
light reflections on water, which 
range from the elegiac to the 
alien. They show an artist failing, 
in so many novel ways, to put 
down on paper a flashing that 
had already disappeared before 
the pen hit the paper.

No coincidence, then, that his 
masterpiece in black and white, 
Atlantic (1956), also comes from 
a transitory moment of light 
and shadow. Two years after 
returning to New York, Kelly 
was on a bus but kept getting 
distracted by the fast-moving 
shadows of poles and other 
passing objects falling across 
the pages of the book that he was 

reading, so he took out a pencil 
and tried to quickly trace the 
curved lines on the paperback. 
Atlantic is the scaled-up image 
of one of those tracings, with the 
paper’s white and the shadow’s 
black reversed. Light and dark 
meet meticulously at a central 
point of inflection where the 
book’s center spread would 
be, a division also dramatized 
by the actual border between 
the painting’s left and right-
hand panels. It is momentum, 
over everything, that is felt 
in Atlantic’s flattening of the 
artist’s experience on the bus, 
the way that its speed pulls you 
in closer but also guides the 
eyes back and forth along its 
swooping bands. In the gallery, 
Atlantic is paired with Kelly’s 
subsequent explosion of color, 
his isolation of individual canvas 
panels, and a renewed insistence 
toward the sculptural element 
inherent in his work.

Before returning to the 
paintings and sculptures, 
Glenstone’s curators have 
installed an intermission of sorts, 
two rooms filled with Kelly’s 
drawings and photographs. In 
the drawings, which are mostly 
contour studies of plants isolated 
on the page, Kelly’s facility is on 
full display. Just as his paintings 
find something essential in the 
sparest use of color and shape, 
the drawings test a singular 
line’s ability to describe form. 
They are at their best when they 
are speedy and economical, as 
in a 1966 sketch of oranges on 

a table, its nine floating orbs 
devoid of any context or texture 
yet communicating depth and 
vitality in the simplest bumps 
and turns of a wrist. The 
photographs, which have not 
been widely shown, give insight 
into Kelly’s searching way of 
looking, and allow us to get 
as close as possible to literally 
seeing through his eyes. Of 
course, many of the motifs and 
shapes in Kelly’s paintings are 
easily identifiable here, as in the 
irregularly patched stripes of a 
beach cabana in Meschers, or the 
high contrast curve of a snowy 
hill observed in Austerlitz, NY. 
But the photographs should not 
be thought of as referent studies 
for the paintings. Rather, they 
are a parallel engagement with 
the world, premonitions or 
refrains of the forms Kelly so 
carefully transmuted between 
eye and hand.

When the galleries resume 
their rough chronological 
progression, the artist is now out 
of the city, upstate in Chatham, 
then Spencertown, where he 
would live until his death in 
2015. The Kelly of the seventies 
and beyond is supremely 
confident, working at a larger-
than-life scale, allowing his 
shapes to project further off the 
wall, and constructing them not 
only out of canvas, but wood, 
steel, and painted aluminum. 
The paintings on canvas 
are shaped to increasingly 
exacting dimensions, their 
relationship to the wall and 
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floor now visibly controlled by the 
demands of installation, so that 
the galleries themselves become 
grounds against which these bright 
visions jump and stream past. The 
entire jubilant second half of the 
show, representing four decades 
of production, is less a place for 
commenting on the incremental 
progression of the work, and more 
an opportunity to look back and 
recognize early ideas from France 
and New York now being realized to 
their fullest potential. There is, for 
example, Concorde Relief (2009), 
a ninety-degree rotation of the 
composition found in a 1958 wood 
relief of the same name. While the 
wood’s grain lends the small relief 
a rushing verticality, the painting’s 
dramatic black and white panels 
create a flickering play of figure 
and ground, so that the black piece, 
which rests on top of the white, can 
be seen as an opening receding into 
the wall. Compare, too, the optical 
effects in Spectrum IX (2014), a 
color wheel unfolded into twelve 
vertical bands, with Seine’s attempt 
at systematizing the dazzle of light 
on a river. Up close, Spectrum’s 
thin strips of color create an 
illusory fluting effect, and the 
whole painting contracts toward 
the center. The subject in Seine and 
Spectrum is the same: the joy of 
seeing, except in Spectrum there is 
no longer a need for the middle step 
of a referential memory. The color 
is enough. There is also, in the late 
work, an overwhelming presence of 
diagonals, both in the tangents to 

Kelly’s arcs, and in the borders of 
his trapezoids and other lopsided 
shapes. To me, this tendency 
toward the diagonal traces all the 
way back to the “La Combe” works 
and their struggle to grasp the effect 
of shadows on those stairs, the way 
that time reveals itself in elongating 
tangents to the sun’s own arc across 
the sky. In Kelly’s most mature 
works, the panels themselves 
become like light and shadow, 
vibrating at the peripheries, holding 
you for a moment or two in their 
orbit.

When he was interviewed 
for PBS in 1997, Kelly recounted 
an early memory: he was three 
or four years old living outside 
of Pittsburgh, and the milkman 
had just delivered a bottle of milk 
and a pound of butter to the front 
door. The young Kelly took that 
pound of butter and stepped on it, 
flattening it into the ground with 
his foot. “Here was this great yellow 
shape. That was my first painting, 
and I’ve been flattening everything 
ever since.” Nowhere is Kelly’s 
flatness-as-painting paradigm 
exemplified more dramatically than 
in a separated room at Glenstone, a 
coda to the exhibition, which houses 
a single work, the massive Yellow 
Curve (1990). Originally conceived 
for an exhibition at Portikus 
in Frankfurt, it is Kelly’s first 
foray into full-scale, site-specific 
installation. The room at Glenstone 
was built to the exact specifications 
of the Frankfurt show, and the piece 
was restaged under the artist’s 

supervision before his death. The 
painting, a yellow triangle with a 
curved base measuring roughly 
twenty-five feet on each side, sits 
flat on the gallery’s floor, its surface 
only an inch above the ground, and 
one of its points facing toward the 
entrance. Because of its scale, and 
because the curve is facing away 
from the viewer, it is impossible to 
get a good picture of the entirety 
of its shape, and shifting back and 
forth in front of it only confuses the 
vision with variable foreshortening. 
Only once you accept the futility of 
that task does a subtler detail come 
into focus: the diaphanous glow 
that suffuses the space, climbing 
up from where the other two points 
of the triangle touch the walls. It 
conjures imagery as grandiose as 
stained glass and as intimate as a 
buttercup held up to a chin.

That intimacy—even,  
sensuality—is present throughout 
the exhibition, not only in the 
suggestive curve of a panel in relief 
or the tenderly described petals 
of cyclamen, but in the overall 
exactitude of Kelly’s forms. It is less 
a perfectionism than an attraction 
that has turned into devotion. But 
devotion to what? Perception, 
surely. The immense gift of seeing 
with vigor. How each new color 
seems to have always been there, 
right in front of you. What connects 
Kelly’s work, more than anything, is 
its grace.

Louis Block is a painter based in Brooklyn. 
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‘I did not want to “invent” pictures, so my sources were in nature, which to me includes everything 
seen,’ Ellsworth Kelly (1923–2015) once said. That an artist whose work seems to be all clean lines, 
flat paint and abstract form is rooted in the messiness of life is just one of many contradictions 
about a figure who doesn’t fit neatly into any box – however neat and boxy his work might seem. He 
is an American artist with distinctly European influences, whose formative years were spent in post-
war Paris. An apparently hard-edged painter who, in fact, rejected much of the cold geometry of 
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abstraction and whose work reflects reality. An atheist whose sudden conversion to a fully abstract 
style has all the characteristics of a religious epiphany, and who created a transcendent temple of 
light (Austin, 2018). A minimalist working with what seems to be extreme simplicity of form, shape 
and colour, yet whose art speaks with a sophisticated aesthetic vocabulary. An artist dedicated to 
the impersonal, whose work includes deeply sensual curves and homoerotic postcard collages to his 
long-term partner, Jack Shear.

This year marks the centenary of Kelly’s birth. The milestone is being given the full honours – 
particularly in the United States, where he is lauded as a titan of his generation. His birthday, 31 
May, was declared Ellsworth Kelly Day in an official proclamation by the mayor of New York City, 
while a city-wide programme to celebrate ‘EK100’ has included exhibitions at MoMA, a sculpture 
show at Lever House (until May 2024) and tours of his studio in the upstate hamlet of Spencertown. 
Elsewhere, there’s a large retrospective, ‘Ellsworth Kelly at 100’, at Glenstone in Maryland (until 
March 2024), which will travel to Paris and Doha; portrait drawings at the Art Institute of Chicago 
(1 July to 23 October); photographs at Santa Barbara Museum of Art (15 October to 14 January 
2024) – as well as shows in Rome and Oslo. Oh, and a fashion shoot in Vanity Fair featuring bright, 
primary-coloured clothes and accessories in homage to Kelly.
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Kelly’s work has endured in part because his pared-back evocations of the ordinary have a timeless 
quality; he was immune to shifting artistic fashions. Magpie-like, Kelly collected snapshots of 
everyday life and immortalised them in euphoric shades. He was influenced by, yet ultimately 
broke away in formal terms from, abstract artists such as Mondrian; was living in Paris during the 
Abstract Expressionist explosion of Pollock and Rothko and was never a part of it on his return 
to New York. He took his own unwavering path from the late 1940s onwards. While other artists 
collided with and diverged from his style, he kept doggedly on. His single-minded quest was to 
remove all personality from his art – to eliminate the hand of the artist, to make the brushstroke 
invisible; he wanted to make works that were ‘objects, unsigned, anonymous’, as he put it. And yet, 
the effect is not clinical or robotic, but the reverse. His way of representing the world is surprisingly 
expressive; his vast canvases and monumental sculptures are capable of eliciting profound 
emotional responses.

Writing in the New Yorker after the artist’s death, the critic Peter Schjeldahl described Kelly’s 
paintings as possessing the ‘suddenness of miracles, and the improbability’. He recalled a 
Damascene moment experienced 30 years earlier, while standing before one of Kelly’s elongated 
canvases: ‘The unhurried curve got me. It was like the horizon of a world that made a non-world of 
all of the space outside it. While my eye was tracing it, I felt a brief, intense flash of something that I 
can’t name: a perception of perception, perhaps. A short circuit in the brain.’
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By absenting any overt self-expression from the canvas, Kelly freed himself up to reflect life in a 
highly codified fashion. These are not random geometric shapes and pretty colours, but personal 
responses to a diverse mix of influences and snapshots: architectural details, birds and insects, 
tribal carvings, Romanesque cathedrals, Byzantine icons, Old Master paintings such as Lorenzetti’s 
Virgin and Child, Brancusi sculptures, a woman’s green scarf glimpsed in the street, the curve of a 
young man’s buttocks, stripes of shadow on the steps of a villa in the south of France.

Arguably, Kelly can never quite remove himself entirely from the work – can any artist? During 
1953, Kelly’s final year in Paris, he suffered from depression; it feels no coincidence that his work 
from that period switches starkly into black and white. Rigid parenting, the heavy secret of his 
homosexuality and the stress of fighting in the Second World War doubtless took their toll, too. ‘In 
the army, I’d had a kind of nervous reaction, which appeared on my face as a rash, and then there 
was my stammer,’ he told the journalist Rachel Cooke shortly before his death. One might see his 
entire career thereafter as a therapeutic process, his fine-tuned calibrations of colour, line and shape 
sustaining him. As Martin Gayford writes in The Pursuit of Art (2019), Kelly once told him colours 
and shapes ‘speak to me, I guess’… ‘My eyes are like dictators, I do what my eye tells me and I’ve 
nourished my eye.’

Born in 1923 in the Hudson River town of Newburgh, New York State, Kelly grew up surrounded 
by woods and rolling hills. It was birdwatching that sparked his delight in colour; he later recalled 
solitary walks in a nearby pine forest to see redstarts – small black and white birds with striking 
orange-red marks – or to a reservoir to observe tonal combinations in the plumage of ducks 
and geese. When laid up in bed with childhood illnesses, he became engrossed in the detailed 
ornithological drawings of John James Audubon. ‘When I was a child,’ he wrote in an essay in 
1969, ‘I spent all my spare time looking at birds and insects. My colour use […] and the use of 
fragmentation is closer to birds and beetles and fish than it is to De Stijl or the Constructivists.’ But 
Kelly’s interest in nature comes not from a botanical or biological perspective, it is about shape and 
form and the interplay of colour, in the same way as his found perspectives from the man-made 
world.

We can discern the influence of birds even in paintings as abstract as Blue Panel I (1977), which 
evokes the peaked crest of a cardinal and the vivid blue of a jay drawn by Audubon; the elegantly 
elongated rhombus of Red Curve II (1972) is a soaring white and scarlet waterbird coming in to 
land. The recurring arrow motif in the lithographs Blue Over Green or Orange Over Blue (1964–
65), capture Kelly’s obsession with the silhouettes of birds and their plumage, while the pleasingly 
curvy Yellow Piece (1966), a major conceptual leap into monochromatic sculptural objects, is equal 
parts lush lemon and cartoon canary. Falcon (1959) abstracts a detail of this bird of prey perched on 
a post and renders it in carnivorous red.

Throughout his career, alongside his paintings, Kelly continued to draw from life – plants, fruit, 
leaves, flowers – and capture its essence in his work. ‘The drawings from plant life seem to be the 
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bridge to the way of seeing that brought about the paintings that are the basis for all my later work,’ 
Kelly wrote. Simple linear sketches such as Wild Grape (1960), Locust (1965) or Bunch of Leaves 
(1970) demonstrate his focus on organic shapes and patterns, while the bright leaf-green of the oil 
sketch Avocado (1959) has a direct descendant in canvases like the soothing Green Relief Over Blue 
(2004) or the fruity, fecund Orange Green (1964). Even though these inspirations are filtered down, 
zoomed in and translated into Kelly’s abstract language, their trace remains.

Despite long stretches as an urbanite, Kelly was never happier than when in nature. It was Paris that 
formed him, however. Alongside many other artists, he had served in the Ghost Army in Europe – a 
unit tasked with befuddling Hitler’s troops through camouflage and other visual deceptions – and 
the experience had a profound effect on both his psyche and practice. As a veteran entitled to study 
through the GI Bill, he arrived in the French capital in 1948, his intention to investigate modern art 
‘at its source’. He would spend six years in Paris, immersing himself in its rich resources, meeting 
artists such as Brancusi, Arp and Giacometti and travelling widely to European cities, cathedrals 
and coasts.

Although early work honoured Picasso and Klee, on a trip to see their work at the Palais de Tokyo in 
1949 Kelly found himself more transfixed by a triptych of windows than by the art inside. From then 
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on, he wanted to recreate these found compositions. As the art historian Sarah Whitfield writes, he 
wished to ‘free the shape from its ground, to place it on the wall, and treat it as an object in its own 
right’. Conceptually speaking, Kelly owes more to the ready-mades of Duchamp than the canvases 
of Mondrian. He would sketch interesting shapes he found in buildings, shadows, reflections and 
plants, then blow them up in scale and render them in blocks of bright paint. Therein lies the power 
of Kelly’s work: that so much can be imagined from it by the viewer, and so much buried within it by 
the artist. Yet the work itself is secretive, bathed in silence; at once deceptively simple and slightly 
out of reach.

He would get out to the French countryside, too, sometimes staying with friends at a villa in 
Meschers-sur-Gironde on the west coast. His painting Meschers (1951), is an apple-green and azure 
blue rendering of a nearby forest that recalls his wartime razzle-dazzle camouflage work, while 
predicting striking colour combinations to come. Similarly, yet in black and white, the collage work 
Cité (1951) conjures up the play of dark shadows between whitewashed buildings under a high 
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midsummer sun. The tricolour Train Landscape (1953) conjures up green fields and wheat stubble 
flashing past a carriage window in sorbet stripes.

After Kelly moved back to the United States in 1954, we can detect the change of light conditions in 
his work. While the French coast brought gleaming colour, and the soft grey Parisian light inspired 
pastel or black and white pieces – as seen in the series Line Form Colour (1951) – New York was all 
acid brights and neon artificiality. Here, his canvases became larger and superficially simpler with, 
in the words of critic Barbara Rose, ‘shapes so large they cannot be ignored, so sharp they cannot 
be misunderstood, so abstract they cannot be interpreted with literary associations’. And yet, they 
are never fully urban. His relief painting Blue Tablet (1962), included in the seminal group show 
‘Toward a New Abstraction’ in 1963, yearns for sky and sea. Its overlapping shutter-like panels of 
contemplative cobalt blue, bisected with shadow, draw you in and keep you out all at once.

In 1970, Kelly left Manhattan for Spencertown, upstate New York, where he made a vast 
15,000-square-foot studio from a disused theatre. As he told Vanity Fair in 2012: ‘I did not want 
windows, only skylights. I chose my painting wall as it has the best morning light.’ After an often-
miserable 15 years in the city, he was relieved to move closer to the wide horizons of his childhood. 
In later works such as the leaden Curved Grey Panel (1977), Blue Curve (1994) or the monumental 
sculpture White Curves (2001), we see him stretching out in the landscape and soaring skyward, the 
open wings of his boyhood birds never far away. As well as continuing to produce art right up until 
his death, Kelly’s other great accomplishment was giving back generously to this rural community, 
through quiet charitable donations and investing millions in youth art education – something that 
had been so important to him as a boy.

Kelly is perhaps best known for the eight rainbow-like Spectrum pieces that punctuate his career, 
created between 1953 and 2014. Ranging from easel-size to a monumental installation nearly 50 
feet long, they vary in intensity, as if dialled up or down electronically, but each thrums with pure 
prismatic pigment – giving jolts of colour association to the viewer. In fact, they’re not rainbows 
or the Newtonian spectrum of seven shades: they always start and end with yellows, and work up 
and down the chromatic scale in 12, 13 or 14 stripes. Nevertheless, they have a universal quality 
that constitutes the most all-encompassing vision of Kelly’s colour aesthetics. And one is reminded 
of the colour wheels of childhood, which appear to fade to white when spun quickly. As he wrote 
about Spectrum VIII (2014): ‘These colours come from a palette that has interested me since I 
began investigating colours at the beginning of the 1940s.’ All of Kelly’s career in colour is contained 
within them and, as such, all of ‘life’ – from the stained glass in Chartres cathedral to the scarlet 
wings of a songbird.
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When I close my eyes, I can still see the lemon sherbet hue of “Yellow Curve,” an eye-popping floor 
painting by Ellsworth Kelly. With any luck, I’ll see it in my dreams.

The painting is a slice of a circle running 25 feet along its radius and rising just one inch off the 
ground. First commissioned in 1990 for a museum in Frankfurt, Germany, “Yellow Curve” has been 
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painstakingly reconstructed by Glenstone, a long-planned project overseen by the artist himself 
before his death in 2015. It’s the centerpiece of a career-spanning survey organized by the museum 
for the artist’s centennial.

Kelly made paintings so comically appealing that I find myself wishing I could dip into them with 
a spoon. The New York modernist served them by the scoop: rich, lustrous shaped canvases that 
delight in the play of color. Yet even for Kelly, “Yellow Curve” is an irresistibly dulcet piece. The 
painting is so luminous that its citrus glow is reflected, ever so deliciously, by the museum’s walls.

“Yellow Curve” alone would be worth the trip to see “Ellsworth Kelly at 100,” which assembles some 
70 pieces made over as many years. Several works, including this yellow installation, are being 
shown for the first time in decades. The show is as notable for what it avoids as for what it includes. 
Glenstone doesn’t seek to paint the protean artist into a corner or bog down with theory what is so 
evident to the eye. The exhibition is assertive, attractive and straightforward — much like Kelly’s 
work.

Curated by Yuri Stone, an assistant curator at Glenstone, the survey takes as its starting point a 1949 
painting — “Window, Museum of Modern Art, Paris” — for which the artist joined two canvases for 
a single piece for the first time. During this early experimental period, when Kelly lived and studied 
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in Paris with the support of the GI Bill, he also made “Seine” (1951), a blocky black-and-white 
painting that depicts the sun glittering on the river as pixelated squares. “La Combe II” (1951) is the 
first showstopper in “Ellsworth Kelly at 100”: a rhythmic oil painting that unfolds over nine wooden 
panels, hinged together like a screen.

Proceeding chronologically, the show traces Kelly’s playful explorations in space. The title for 
“Painting for a White Wall” (1952), a piece comprising five joined monochromatic panels in bold 
colors, suggests that not just any wall will do; here, the circumstances of the painting become part 
of the work. “Painting in Three Panels” (1956) takes the conceit further, with a set of three separate 
unjoined canvases making up a single indivisible artwork.

That’s more or less what visitors need to know about Kelly’s evolution, per this presentation. Another 
museum might overwhelm viewers by trying to situate Kelly within the genres of minimalism, color 
field painting and hard-edge abstraction; to its credit, Glenstone doesn’t stand in the way. Which is 
not to say that “Ellsworth Kelly at 100” doesn’t offer any context — it does — but rather that the 
museum prioritizes exacting experience over footnoted scholarship.
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“Ellsworth Kelly at 100” includes a selection of photographs, for example, produced by the artist 
between 1950 and the late 1970s. Compositionally gorgeous, these silver gelatin prints show that an 
artist as true as Kelly could produce work that is inescapably his no matter the medium. The prints 
could be a show all their own. At Glenstone, they are a delectable offering, but not leveraged as 
evidence toward a hypothesis.

Another treat on view is a set of Kelly’s rarely-seen naturalist drawings. “Corn” (1959) and “Wild 
Grape” (1961) are among the simple, vivid watercolor studies that break his abstract concentrates. 
His realistic-looking stems hang in a blank void, so they’re not completely un-Kelly-like. But the 
artist’s touch, so often masked by his almost industrial approach to his bright-colored canvases, is 
right there on view for all the world to see.

There must be something in the water: In London, the Tate Modern is hosting a double-artist 
showcase that also explores the lesser-known naturalist works of two abstract pioneers. It seems 
that both Piet Mondrian’s jazz compositions and Hilma af Klint’s mystical pastels share at their root 
a late-19th-century theory about the natural world known as theosophy — or at least that’s the case 
the museum is making.
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This is so often the move for big statement shows about abstraction: to find the germ, the pivot, the 
departure from nature and descent into the grid, as if abstract artists who elevate geometry must 
always nurture a more relatable secret garden. Even when it’s rooted in evidence, such a thesis risks 
an orthogonal view of the artwork.

Fortunately for Kelly admirers, Glenstone is more prone to indulgence. (It doesn’t hurt that the 
Pavilions, the Thomas Phifer-designed museum expansion that opened in 2018, look as though they 
were purpose-built to tee up Kelly’s work.) The relatively loose solo showcase looks much stronger 
here than the grouping of permanent-collection works that has occupied the space in the past — a 
much too normie approach for this museum.

For Glenstone, it’s not a problem to be solved that Kelly has never fit easily into any of the labels 
associated with the kind of reductivist work he excelled at making, whether with a brush, a camera 
or a fabricator. Instead, by giving Kelly this light and this space, the museum gives priority to 
sensation — the sheer bliss in finding an arc, repeated over many media, that lands every time.
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SPENCERTOWN, N.Y. — Ellsworth 
Kelly became one of the 20th 
century’s most influential artists 
in part because of the economical 
quality he brought to his pared-
down, hard-edge paintings. 
Using minimal means, he made 
something as simple as a plain red 
wedge against a white background 
seem monumental.

The artist, who died in 2015, 
was thrifty in the rest of his life, 
too. “In every relationship, there’s 
a saver and a spender,” said Mr. 
Kelly’s widower, Jack Shear. 
“Guess which one I am?”

In March, Mr. Shear and a 
colleague were pulling out sliding 
racks full of drawings here at the 
art-filled compound he runs in the 
northern reaches of the Hudson 
Valley, part of which used to be Mr. 
Kelly’s studio. Many of the works 
were earmarked as donations — 
part of a huge wave of giving by Mr. 
Shear — and would not remain on 

the premises much longer.
“There’s a lot of me here,” said 

Mr. Shear, 69, who met Mr. Kelly 
in 1982, marrying him in 2012. On 
one rack, there was a line drawing 
of Mr. Shear reclining and reading; 
nearby was a self-portrait by Mr. 
Kelly, naked except for his glasses.

 The couple’s intertwined 
quality rings especially true in light 
of Mr. Shear’s main activity these 
days: donating Mr. Kelly’s artworks 

to museums and giving money to 
various causes, art-related and not.

To honor the centenary of Mr. 
Kelly’s birth in 1923, Mr. Shear is 
donating 146 works to 19 museums.

Four of the institutions to which 
Mr. Kelly had a special connection 
— the Museum of Modern Art, the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, the 
Art Institute of Chicago and the San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art 
— are getting 25 works each, and 
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they chose the ones they wanted.
“They all know what they have, 

and what story they want to tell,” 
Mr. Shear said of the favored four; 
for the other institutions, which 
are getting fewer works, he made 
specific offers.

Other institutions are 
putting on shows of Mr. Kelly’s 
work. One of the largest such 
presentations, “Ellsworth Kelly 
at 100,” opens Thursday at the 
private contemporary art museum 
Glenstone, in Potomac, Md., with 
around 70 works.

Emily Wei Rales — who co-
founded Glenstone with her 
husband, Mitchell Rales — is a 
collector of Mr. Kelly’s work and a 
friend of Mr. Shear.

“More than any other artist’s 
estate I can think of, he’s making 
outright gifts,” said Ms. Rales, 
Glenstone’s director. “It’s highly 

unusual. Normally, an estate tries 
to keep the work together and 
slowly dole it out.”

Mr. Shear inherited all the 
work that remained in Mr. Kelly’s 
hands when he died; there is 
also a separate Ellsworth Kelly 
Foundation, of which Mr. Shear 
is the president. It has given away 
$30 million since its inception in 
1991.

For the centenary, the 
foundation is making $50,000 
grants to 45 museums, including 
the ones to which Mr. Shear is 
personally giving artworks. His 
favored four museums are getting 
$100,000 each, as is the Whitney 
Museum of American Art.

Mr. Shear has found himself in 
a position to be an art world Santa 
Claus — and in his hands, nearly 
every day is Christmas. But he said 
he was uncomfortable putting too 



Loos, Ted.   “Honoring an Artist by Donating His Work.” The New York Times, April 30, 2023, p. F42. 

much attention on himself.
“Whatever happens is because 

of Ellsworth,” he said, noting the 
artist’s generosity to museums in 
his lifetime. “I’m stewarding his 
legacy as best I can.”

At MoMA, “Ellsworth Kelly: A 
Centennial Celebration” includes 
a presentation in the museum’s 
second-floor atrium until June 11, 
featuring “Spectrum IV” (1967), 
“Chatham VI” (1971) and “Sculpture 
for a Large Wall” (1957). In another 
gallery the museum is displaying 
25 of Mr. Kelly’s sketchbooks, a 
previous gift of Mr. Shear, with 
other works on paper.

“Jack has taken on the 
responsibility of Ellsworth’s legacy 
with an enormous amount of 
seriousness,” said Glenn Lowry, 
MoMA’s director. “His strategy is 
to reinforce those institutions that 
have long legacies with Ellsworth, 
and MoMA is a perfect example. 
But he also wants to make strategic 
gifts across the country.”

Mr. Shear is on MoMA’s prints 
and drawings committee. “He’s 
very sophisticated about how 
museums work,” Mr. Lowry said. 
“He knows our secret code.”

The collector Agnes Gund, a 
longtime patron and now president 
emerita of MoMA, serves alongside 
Mr. Shear on the drawings 
committee.

Ms. Gund is also a collector of 
Mr. Kelly’s work and was a friend 
of the artist’s who appreciated his 
philanthropy.

“It became much more 
pronounced once Jack began it 
in earnest after Ellsworth died,” 

Ms. Gund said, adding, “He has so 
much to give away.”

Mr. Shear started hosting 
curators from his favored four 
institutions in 2019. Luckily, 
there wasn’t too much overlap in 
the requests. “Only one piece was 
picked by all four,” Mr. Shear said, 
declining to say what it was or who 
got it in the end.

James Rondeau, the president 
and director of the Art Institute of 
Chicago, made several trips here on 
selection missions, accompanying 
his curators. The museum will 
highlight a lesser known part of 
the artist’s oeuvre, as seen in the 
coming show “Ellsworth Kelly: 
Portrait Drawings,” opening July 1 
at the Art Institute.

Despite being famed for his 
abstractions, “Ellsworth drew a 
portrait of himself or someone else 
every day of his life,” Mr. Rondeau 
said.

Mr. Shear is an avid collector 
and an artist in his own right, 
specializing in photography. In 
November, Mr. Shear published 
the book “Knot,” pairing his 
photographs with the poetry of 
Forrest Gander.

During their relationship, Mr. 
Shear largely put his own art-
making aside to assist Mr. Kelly.

“I believe there can only be 
one artist in a family,” Mr. Shear 
said, noting that Mr. Kelly was 
eager to give up the day-to-day 
responsibilities of life, so intense 
was his focus on work. “He only 
cared about his art.”

Increasingly, Mr. Shear is 
turning his philanthropy toward 

his personal passions — he 
endowed an annual prize, the C.D. 
Wright Award for Poetry, through 
the Foundation for Contemporary 
Arts — and many of his favorite 
causes are in the surrounding area. 
Since Mr. Kelly died, Mr. Shear has 
given away $14 million, much of it 
in New York’s Columbia County to 
nonprofits like the Columbia Land 
Conservancy.

Through the Kelly Foundation 
and his own pocket, he is a 
lead patron of the forthcoming 
Shaker Museum in Chatham, 
N.Y., just one hamlet over from 
Spencertown. It will be housed 
in an extant brick building that 
is slated to be renovated by the 
architect Annabelle Selldorf. In 
addition, the Kelly Foundation 
refurbished a building that serves 
as the Austerlitz Town Hall.

Asked about his busy schedule 
giving away art and money, Mr. 
Shear cited the “big responsibility” 
he feels to Mr. Kelly, owing to their 
decades together. “I used to cook 
for him everyday,” he recalled. “I 
miss it.”

But there seemed to be another 
reason for his activities: Spreading 
the wealth is fun. As Mr. Shear put 
it, “Why not?”
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Ellsworth Kelly’s art often feels 
like a platonic ideal of shape 
and color rather than the work 
of human hands. There’s an 
immaculate presentation of five 
works, lit only by skylights, now 
on view at 522 West 22nd Street 
(which continues at 523 West 
24th Street) in “Blue Green Black 
Red.” But it’s the exhibition 
“Postcards” next door at 526, 
that was a revelation precisely 
because the artworks are 
imperfect yet personal.

Purple, green, blue and 
yellow, in rough rectangles of 
printed ephemera, have been 
glued to the surface of a postcard 
of illuminated skyscrapers in 
“Manhattan Skyline at Night” 
(1985). The series of colors fits 
loosely with his visual style, 
but the nonchalance of the 
placement, the mix of torn and 
cut edges seems antithetical to 
his characteristic rigor. In others, 
fruit or fragments of bodies are 
overlayed onto the postcard’s 
landscape images. On view are 
17 of the nearly 400 known 
examples of the artist’s collaged 
(and mailed) works.

After settling in New York 

in 1954 from his G.I. Bill stint 
in France, Kelly worked in the 
evenings sorting mail at the 
central post office in Manhattan, 
and soon befriended the patron 
saint of mail-art, Ray Johnson. 
Kelly (1923-2015) sustained his 
postcard practice across five 
decades from the earliest here, 
“Statue of Liberty” (1957) — a 
woman’s bare leg pasted over 
most of the sculpture — to the 
latest, “Basel III” (1992). These 
intuitive collages made me see 
the coolly perfect companion 
works next door as if for the first 
time. 
JOHN VINCLER
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‘Lake Pend Oreille’, 1980 © Ellsworth Kelly Foundation, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery ‘Sand Dune I’, 1977 © Ellsworth Kelly Foundation, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery 

The Ellsworth Kelly that Ellsworth Kelly presented to the world is a parade of perfectionism. 
His paintings distil the messiness of nature — all that heaving, growing, shedding, rotting, 
sticky mess — into concentrated fields of colour cut into geometric shapes. A green rhombus 
echoes a pasture as seen from the air. A red pie slice might be a lone petal plucked from a 
rose. You can feel these high-gloss objects breathe, their cool brilliance still redolent of their 
earthy source. They seem to have issued fully formed, freshness and finish fused in one vibrant 
surface.

But a three-part exhibition at Matthew Marks Gallery in New York invites us into the backstage 
area of Kelly’s psyche, where insights, feelings and states of mind are stashed in jumbles that he 
rummaged through for decades but never meant the rest of us to see.
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‘Statue of Liberty’, 1957 © Ellsworth Kelly Foundation, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery 

There are two galleries of paintings, two blocks and several decades apart. The works from the 
1980s have the just-unfurled air of a young leaf. The later ones are sleeker and more industrial. 

And then there’s the heart of the show, a roomful of postcard collages — private studies 
that brim with anarchic humour, surrealistic juxtapositions and formal virtuosity. Here, in 
miniatures that Kelly sometimes sent to friends but that have rarely been displayed, he played 
intricate games of perception, challenging the eye to decode depth, relative size and the 
meaning of an allusion. The postcards served as a diary of sorts — or, as the critic Barbara Rose 
suggests, “an outlet for the wit, whimsy and nostalgia he leaves out of his immaculately abstract 
art”.

This section opens with a photo of the Statue of Liberty, or rather her unmistakable pedestal 
and torch, the rest covered by an androgynous naked leg bending at the knee. Kelly toys with 
scale in the paintings, shrinking skies or magnifying flowers so that they occupy similarly 
sized patches of real estate on the wall. Here, the human limb he’s clipped from a magazine or 
newspaper looks immense, dwarfing the giant statue.

The collage dates from 1957, when Kelly was living in New York after a six-year sojourn 
in Europe, and it has a giddy, celebratory quality. There’s sex and freedom in the air. The 
disembodied figure’s bottom obscures Lady Liberty’s face, her crown forms a spiky pubic tuft 
and the erect torch sticks up from loins to sky.
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‘Orange’, 1977 © Ellsworth Kelly Foundation, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery  ‘San Gabriel Mountains’, 1984 © Ellsworth Kelly Foundation, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery 

If the paintings are about refinement and subtraction, the collages are by nature additive. 
Kelly uses both media to shatter the world around us into fragments and undercut our sense 
of continuity and coherence. Sometimes that means creating startling visual harmonies and 
drawing attention to their strangeness. He overlays a close-up of a two-toned wingtip shoe on 
a vista of “Spectacular Southern California Snow-Capped Mountains”. The curve and peak of 
the toecap, the ridges along the soles, the punched holes and the texture of tooled leather — all 
these scrumptious details, designed and photographed to elicit consumer lust — dovetail with 
the luscious peaks. It’s almost as if the shoe has morphed into a glossy black lake. A punchline 
lurks in there somewhere, but Kelly asks the viewer to complete it, perhaps by imagining a hike 
through the High Sierras in such fancy footwear.

Commercial postcards and Kelly’s paintings have something in common: they both reduce 
vast panoramas to graphic statements, boiling out the grit, the contradictions and the personal 
vagaries. But Kelly is always after some sort of disturbance in the field, destabilising what you 
think you’re seeing. In his sublime botanical drawings (not on view at Matthew Marks), a few 
confident strokes delineating a bit of foliage or a pair of pears also manage to hint at piled 
boulders, contorted limbs and wild forces of tension and drag.

In the collages, he achieves a similar effect, only this time by accretion. A ripped boarding pass 
gets plastered over the Sagrada Família church in Barcelona; a dry leaf follows the curve of 
the Seine in an aerial shot of Paris; a marmalade label hovers over a Mediterranean island like 
a hot-air balloon. These items of torn and salvaged bric-a-brac, appliqued on to generically 
idealised views, reintroduce the rough edges of experience.

In some collages, you find yourself trying to peek around the upper layer to the idyll beyond; 
in others they merge. Item 1: a man’s face printed on a scrap of glossy paper roughly torn into 
a Kellyesque polygon. Item 2: an aerial shot of the Philipsburg peninsula on Sint Maarten. 
Separately, they seem irreconcilable, but together the topography of town and skin have 
become hard to tease apart. The beach’s curve mirrors the man’s smile, and his eyelid continues 
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‘Face/Philipsburg’, 1974 © Ellsworth Kelly Foundation, Courtesy Matthew Marks Gallery 

a road, fringed with palm-frond eyelashes. The whole ensemble hints at the kind of memory 
with which tourists take possession of the places they go (or “discover”), inflecting landscape 
with their loves and disappointments.

Kelly began his career around the time that jet travel and a strong dollar put the entire world 
within reach of middle-class Americans; postcards showed them what to see, allowed a few 
square inches for an envy-inducing message and packaged the whole experience compactly 
enough for discount postage. The collages violate that neat arrangement with a spirit that’s 
variously mysterious, acerbic and wry. “I think what we all want from art is a sense of fixity, 
a sense of opposing the chaos of daily living,” Kelly said in the 1990s. “This an illusion, of 
course . . . In a sense, what I’ve tried to capture is the reality of flux, to keep art an open, 
incomplete situation, to get at the rapture of seeing.”

To June 25, matthewmarks.com
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Reina, Barbara.   “Picture Perfect: Ellsworth Kelly’s Rarely Seen Postcard Collages on View in Saratoga.” 
The Art Newspaper, July 7, 2021.

To mark the public reopening of the Frances Young Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery at 
Skidmore College in Saratoga, New York, around 150 of Ellsworth Kelly’s rarely seen postcard 
collages are being shown together for the first time. The exhibition Ellsworth Kelly: Postcards (10 
July-28 November) is “an inside view to his process and, in many ways, to his life and history,” says 
Ian Berry, the museum’s director, who organised the show in collaboration with the Ellsworth Kelly 
Studio and independent curator Jessica Eisenthal.
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The Art Newspaper, July 7, 2021.

Kelly’s postcard collages show his inventive approach to abstraction drawn on found composition 
and observation in the physical world. “The elements of chance, fragmentation, how one frames the 
world—all the elements that, I think made Ellsworth Kelly such an important artist in our history can 
be found in these postcards.”

For more than 50 years, Kelly made close to 400 postcard collages. Some were sent to friends and 
family, while others were kept by the artist at his studio, using the same postcard multiple times, 
experimenting with different shapes and configurations. Some were later used as a basis for larger 
works, such as his two-panel painting White and Dark Gray Panels and the shaped painting Curved 
Gray Panel, both created in 1977.

These intimate works give insights into Kelly’s travels, creative musings, artistic vision and strategies 
of visual play inside a framed edge. “They were used in a lot of ways for him—a fun way to connect 
with his friends while he was travelling as well as in his other work,” Berry says. “Before Photoshop 
and CAD (computer-aided design) software, this was Kelly’s way of testing an idea, placing an object 
in a landscape and seeing it to scale. It allowed him to place a triangle of colour into a landscape and 
suddenly, it looks 100 feet tall.”
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In a 1989 interview with the journal Forum, Kelly said these works “represented my desire to make 
large colour shapes in nature, that is: sculpture”.

Kelly’s visual puns are also evident in the postcard collages. “The playful part comes in responding 
to the postcard—putting a colossal nose on a beach scene,” Berry says, adding that “there’s a more 
serious, experimental side going on when he is, in a sense, using postcards as an extension of his 
sketchbook.”

An extensive catalogue is due to be published in conjunction with the exhibition, featuring 1:1 scale 
reproductions of 250 works. It includes newly commissioned essays by the art historians Eisenthal, 
Tricia Paik and Lynda Klich, along with Kelly’s 1990 text, “Fragmentation and the Single Form”.

In her essay, “Recto/Verso” Eisenthal writes: “The collages involve a fundamental interplay 
between concealment and exposure, with every card containing both a secret and its revelation, a 
construction and a deconstruction.”
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The Art Newspaper, July 7, 2021.

Sharing his unique view of the ordinary in a 1973 interview with Smithsonian, Kelly said: “If you 
could try to think of yourself as just born from another planet and try to understand things from 
a purely visual point of view—then everything is fantastic. Everything has infinite possibilities. 
Anything goes, and what you see can be used.”

• Ellsworth Kelly: Postcards, Frances Young Tang Teaching Museum and Art Gallery at Skidmore College, 
Saratoga Springs, New York July 10, 2021-November 28, 2021. The show travels to the Blanton 
Museum of Art at the University of Texas at Austin in 2022.
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WHEREVER YOU LOOK—the press release, the brochure, the fact sheet, the 
cornerstone—Ellsworth Kelly’s new building at the Blanton Museum of Art at the 
University of Texas at Austin insists on one thing, namely that it is one thing: a 
single work of art with a single name (Austin) and a single author (Kelly) conceived 
at a single time (1986) and finished at a single time (2015). Yes, it may have taken 
a team of architects and engineers, a small army of donors, and a handful of key 
players to bring it to life, or to bring it back from the dead and see it through to its 
public opening earlier this year. (The project was originally designed for a vineyard 
in Santa Barbara, California.) Yes, it may contain a multitude: three stained-glass 
windows with thirty-three discrete colored elements in total; fourteen marble pan-
els of two units each, one black and one white; and one wooden sculpture.
	 But never mind. Austin insists that it is as simple and single as its title, as 
unitary as the tall sweep of redwood that presides over the area where “nave” and 
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“transept” cross (Kelly’s atheism necessitates these scare 
quotes)—a sculpture that is even simpler than the cru-
cifix we expect to find there. Notably, this sculpture does 
not have a formal title. In fact, none of the elements in the 
building does and neither does the building itself. The name 
Austin applies to the whole.
	 This message of singular unity did not strike me 
at first. Perhaps, like many visitors, I thought of the build-
ing as a utilitarian if elegant device, a delivery system for 
the various works within it, especially those glorious win-
dows—not unlike the way James Turrell’s outdoor struc-
tures (and there is one just a quarter-mile away) are precise 
delivery systems for an experience of color, light, and sky. 
But Kelly worked his whole life against dichotomies of fig-
ure and ground, center and periphery, inside and outside, 
in whatever medium. He was mad about unity. And so we 
owe it to him to take the hint and work out the way in which 
Austin holds together.
	 Let’s start with the pair of windows facing off on 
either side as we enter: to the right, or east, a circle of twelve 
squares, and to the left, or west, a circle of twelve radiating 
lines, called the “tumbling squares” and the “starburst,” re-
spectively. Taken together they are, for me, the best part of 

Austin. (Hey, it’s OK for a unity to have its highlights.)
	 The squares, which Kelly abstracted, or extracted, 
from the famous rose window in the north transept of 
France’s Chartres Cathedral, are mesmerizing. No longer 
locked into the complex formal and iconographic program 
of the original, they tumble around the white wall. The 
effect happens, I think, because it is not clear which men-
tal rotation, clockwise or counterclockwise, gets us from 
one square to another, and this gives each square a strange 
quark-like energy, vibrating in place. This effect is inherent 
in the original Chartres geometry, which Kelly borrowed 
exactly, but it took his inspired act of paring away the rest 
of the window to set it loose. (He was always good with 
a scalpel.) And yet give it a minute, or a few seconds, and 
the squares settle down, the image stabilizes. You see the 
twelve-pointed star implied within the circle of squares. 
You figure out (if you are obsessive) that, far from being 
arranged willy-nilly, the squares are mutually aligned with 
perfect regularity along the thirty-degree angles (360 divid-
ed by twelve) of the star’s twelve points. But blink and they 
start tumbling again.
	 Austin insists that it is as simple and single as its 
title, as unitary as the tall sweep of redwood that presides 

Ellsworth Kelly, Austin, 2015, artist-designed building, stained-glass windows, marble panels, redwood totem. Installation view, Blanton Museum of Art, the University of Texas at Austin, 2018. Photo: Kate Russell.
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over the area where “nave” and “transept” cross.
The starburst is simpler, composed of twelve thin rectan-
gular units radiating from a common center. Whereas the 
tumbling squares create a porous periphery, focusing our 
attention within, these lines suggest an explosion outward. 
And while the squares seem to quiver and jostle in place, 
here a movement of the whole figure is strongly implied—
recalling those spinning spokes that we know so well from 
waiting at our computers for something to happen.¹ This 
circularity, by the way, seems to be something Kelly tried 
to capture as early as 1953 in his “Spectrum” paintings, 
which tend to begin and end with yellow, suggesting a po-
tential wrapping-around (a possibility also present in Jas-
per Johns’s crosshatch works); but it took the occasion of 
Austin for him to realize the wrap.
	 For all their differences, the two windows are 
united in close counterpoint. First, they share the same 
spectrum of colors moving in the same progression, from 
yellow at top to purple at bottom and around again. This is 
not the spectrum of the color wheel, with complementaries 
facing each other, oh no: Kelly is never so systematic, and it 
seems that both his love for the darker part of the spectrum 
and his intuitive approach have thrown the usual color 
wheel slightly out of whack, so that while yellow opposes 
purple, red opposes blue. Second, they both imply an 
inscribed geometric form: Within the starburst there is a 
circle, smaller and more obvious than the star across from 
it, made from the space on the wall where the lines stop 
short of meeting. Third, the two windows can be mapped 
onto each other, with each radiating line transfixing each 
square to become one of the spines of a twelve-pointed star. 
This thought experiment, which occurred to me only after I 
left, collapses the width of the building into a single image, 

a completed, kaleidoscopic burst that recalls the Chartres 
window more strongly than either of Kelly’s windows 
alone. How’s that for unity?
	 The east and west windows, while made of rect-
angles, are basically circles, which are very rare in Kelly’s 
work. He felt they were too static a form—a pitfall that he 
has certainly avoided with these two windows. In fact, they 
could use an anchor, and they get one in the south window, 
a simple grid of nine colored squares (known as the “color 
grid”) above the big wooden doors of the entrance. Here, in 
contrast to the two spectral windows, the colors have been 
chosen and placed without any system, which gives the 
window a refreshing randomness.² But if there is an effect 
of randomness, or noncomposition, in the color composi-
tion, the configuration itself is utterly stable, a square grid 
of squares. Furthermore, in what seems a very deliberate 
choice, this window is organized around a white glass pane 
in the center, the only noncolored pane in the building. It 
reminds us of the “empty” centers of the two other win-
dows, the star and the circle. And in a moment that seems 
almost religious (sorry, Ellsworth), this pane also suggests 
a point of origin, both because of its centrality in the main 
facade and because in nature, the spectrum of colors origi-
nates, prior to refraction, in uncolored light.
	 The redwood “totem,” as Kelly called such sculp-
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tures, is just as central to the building’s plan as this clear 
pane of glass is to the elevation. As the only sculpture, it 
embodies an evident singularity. What may not be so evi-
dent is the way it brings together the play of circularity and 
rectangularity in the windows themselves, and indeed in the 
whole architecture (which, I should have mentioned earlier, 
is derived from the orthogonal crossing of two semicircular 
barrel vaults). The totem is squared off at top and bottom 
but curves symmetrically inward and then again slightly 
outward as we look down along each side. And these two 
facing curves originate, like so many of Kelly’s curves, from 
imaginary circles. They each have a radius of about 256 
feet—huge circles that would cut deep underground if com-
pleted, of which we see only small segments. And so, near 
the center of Austin, the circle is stated, albeit in a way that 
is impossible to know without being told. Once we know it, 
maybe we can feel it.
	 That leaves a final element, the fourteen pan-
els that “represent the Stations of the Cross” (as the fact 
sheet tells us), those fourteen key moments on Christ’s path 
along the Via Dolorosa. Each made of a piece of flawless, 
unveined white marble from Carrara, Italy, and a piece of 
black marble from Belgium, they have a seductive, unpol-
ished soft-hardness that lies somewhere between canvas 
and metal, Kelly’s more common materials for panel sup-
ports. (I was pretty sure they were metal until I got close.) 
Of all the elements in the building, these panels seem least 
integrated with the whole, most entangled with the past. 
The stations are often presented, as they are here, at eye 
level, so viewers desiring communion with the sufferings 
of Jesus can experience them directly as they walk the inte-
rior periphery.³ Also in keeping with tradition, Kelly’s sta-

tions proceed in order, starting to the left of the entrance 
and ending to the right, although this is not indicated: We 
only know it from a 1987 sketch where they are numbered. 
Even their compositions, which divide black from white at 
different proportions and angles through the cycle, bear a 
relation to tradition, for the cross—which Kelly, wielding 
his scalpel, made the hero of the story, excising the human 
figure—typically assumes different angles as the narrative 
unfolds.4

	 True confession: The stations are, perhaps appro-
priately, the element of Austin that I struggle with. It isn’t 
their traditionalism or literalism so much as their scale and 
placement. Relatively small and low, they risk being per-
ceived as an additional element, and rumor has it that Kelly 
came up with them as a space-filling device to ensure that 
no foreign works were placed on his walls. And if they are 
additional, there goes the unity. Perhaps these little squares 
are precisely that supplement that, as Jacques Derrida pro-
posed, every apparent unity requires, the frame or parergon 
that goes around the work just as these stations go around 
the interior, tying it hopefully together.
	 Such a Derridean dynamic may indeed be present, 
but it has more to do with scale than with framing. The 
intimate scale of the stations is a clever device to make the 
windows and totem seem bigger and more monumental 
than they are by throwing them into relief. The other way 
Kelly does this is to make the windows bigger in relation 
to the architectural envelope than they would be in any 
normal church or cathedral. The tumbling squares and the 
starburst have a satisfying, filling scale, a monumentality 
that is surprising given the modest size of the building. But 
it is—and I think this is key to the meaning of Austin—a 
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Left: Chartres Cathedral, ca. 
1220, France. Rose window, 
ca. 1235, north transept. Photo: 
Guillaume Piolle/Wikicommons.

Top, and bottom: Ellsworth Kelly, 
Austin, 2015, artist-designed building, 
stained-glass windows, marble panels, 
redwood totem. Installation view, 
Blanton Museum of Art, the University 
of Texas at Austin, 2018. Photo: Kate 
Russell.
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human monumentality. At Chartres we look up at the rose 
window in awe; at Austin we can almost touch it. Maybe 
we should think less of Chartres than of San Marco, in 
Florence, and in particular of those cells with their semi-
circular vaults that Fra Angelico filled with frescoes for the 
contemplation of his fellow monks. With the help of the 
stations as intermediaries or intercessors, Kelly has brought 
the cathedral down to earth. He has left us with a human 
work.

LET US STEP BACK—not to assess the building’s ex-
terior (there is no time for that) but rather to think briefly 
about the elephant in the room. What is a confirmed atheist 
doing making something that looks so much like a church? 
The question is not unique to Kelly. Just think of all the 
modern artists who have made stained-glass windows: 
Fernand Léger at Audincourt, Pierre Soulages at Conques, 
Gerhard Richter at Cologne, Brice Marden at Basel (un-
realized), Sigmar Polke at Zurich, Imi Knoebel at Reims, 
David Rabinowitch at Digne, Shirley Jaffe at Perpignan, 
Christopher Wool at La Charité-sur-Loire, Robert Mor-
ris at Maguelone, Jennifer Bartlett at Houston, and David 
Hockney (coming soon) at Westminster Abbey in London. 
Louise Nevelson made sculptures for Saint Peter’s Church in 
New York. Sean Scully made oil paintings and frescoes for 

a monastery near Barcelona. Robert Motherwell, Adolph 
Gottlieb, and Herbert Ferber made art for a synagogue 
in Millburn, New Jersey. Turrell let the sky into a Quaker 
meetinghouse in Houston that he helped design.
	 I doubt more than a few of these artists were be-
lievers. What is going on, apart from the lure of commis-
sions? It is not a new question. One common answer points 
to the modern desire to compete with or assume the mantle 
of the art-historical past. A deeper version of this answer is, 
to put it starkly, that art has replaced religion: In a secular, 
modern, disenchanted world, art is as close as we can come 
to the divine. This helps explain Mark Rothko’s chapel in 
Houston and Barnett Newman’s “Stations of the Cross,” 
1958–66, two monumental, ostensibly Christian works by 
nonobservant Jews with strong spiritual inclinations. As 
Terry Eagleton recently put it, in a succulent phrase, “Per-
haps culture can fill the God-shaped hole scooped out by 
secular modernity.”5

	 I don’t pretend to have the answer for Kelly, but 
the comparison I keep coming back to is one that I have 
not yet mentioned: Henri Matisse’s Chapelle du Rosaire in 
Vence, France, a four-year labor of love (finished in 1951) 
that he considered his masterpiece and designed inside and 
out, from the building itself to the stained-glass windows, 
mosaics, furnishings, and even priestly vestments. It is the 
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gold standard of the modern chapel, a paragon of artistic 
control and aesthetic integration that few have been able to 
pull off, given the planning, logistics, financing, and dedica-
tion required. It seems to take the trigger of a rare passion, 
like Matisse’s devotion to the young woman who nursed 
him back to health after cancer surgery. Rothko came close 
with his chapel in Houston but in the end did not quite 
govern the architectural program. Austin is more Matisse 
than Rothko: It backs away from the abstract sublime and 
inserts itself, more humbly, into traditions and precedents 
of religious art that inspired Kelly as a young man. As he 
tells us:

In Boston in 1947, as an art student at the School of  the 
Museum of  Fine Arts, I discovered a 12th-century fres-
co in the museum’s collection that made a tremendous 
impression on me. Later, when I was living and working 
in Paris, I would put my bike on a train and visit early 
architectural sites all over France. I was intrigued by Ro-
manesque and Byzantine art and architecture. While the 
simplicity and purity of  these forms had a great influ-
ence on my art, I conceived this project without a reli-
gious program. I hope visitors will experience Austin as 
a place of  calm and light.6

	 I would only add that Kelly’s drive, it seems to me, 
was not to fill a God-shaped hole: The motivation of Aus-
tin, and of his art in general, was not any sense of lack. In 
taking his scalpel to the visual fabric of the world and find-
ing those moments of beauty and singularity to be made 
into art, Kelly never distinguished between solid and void, 
presence and absence, figure and ground, object and shad-
ow. There never was a hole.

HARRY COOPER IS CURATOR AND HEAD OF MODERN ART 
AT THE NATIONAL GALLERY OF ART, WASHINGTON, DC.

Ellsworth Kelly, Colors on Black II, 
1954, collage on paper, 

NOTES:

1. Kelly could not have seen these “throbbers,” as they are called, when he de-
signed the window, as they were not invented until the early 1990s, but today 
it is a hard association to avoid.

2. Let’s recall, as Yve-Alain Bois has demonstrated, that chance and the grid 
were two strategies that Kelly discovered simultaneously during his formative 
years in France, between 1948 and 1954.

3. They are often rendered in relief, so that they may be touched as well as 
seen: If you drive to San Antonio after Austin and visit the Spanish missions 
along the river, you can see examples.

4. This may connect these panels to the original tumbling squares of Chartres, 
for each of those squares, behind its depiction of one of the kings of Judah, 
has a horizon line that necessarily hits its tilted square frame at a different 
height and angle. And Kelly’s stations, at forty by forty inches each, are indeed 
squares.

5. Terry Eagleton, Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 140.

6. Blanton Museum of Art, “Blanton Museum of Art Announces Acquisition 
of Ellsworth Kelly’s Austin, a Site for Art and Contemplation,” press release, 
February 6, 2015, blantonmuseum.org/wp-content/uploads/files/2015/Press-
Releases/KellyReleaseFINAL.pdf.
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IN 1986, DOUGLAS S. Cramer — a producer of television shows including “Dynasty” and “The 

Love Boat” — asked the artist Ellsworth Kelly to design a free-standing structure on his vineyard 

near Santa Barbara, Calif. Cramer was a loyal collector of the artist, and wanted Kelly to make 

an original, large-scale artwork for his property. Kelly, who died in December 2015 at the age of 

92 and whose career was defined by stripping painting and sculpture down to their elemental 

components of form and color, made designs for what appears from the outside to be a simple 

double-barrel-vaulted building, alluding to Romanesque and Cistercian religious architecture 

and resembling an igloo made of stucco. Inside, the artist had planned for a number of 

revelations. Colored-glass windows — arranged as a grid over the entrance, as a ring of tumbling 

squares on one side of the building, and a sunburst on the other — would bend the light in 

different ways. On the walls was Kelly’s take on the stations of the cross — 14 marble panels, 

variations on stark black-and-white abstractions. In the rear of this single-room structure, 

where one would expect to find the crucifix in a Christian church, would be one of Kelly’s totem 

sculptures — a thin column standing over the interior like a sentinel. The project eventually fell 

through; Kelly kept two models of the structure in his studio, though he never really believed the 

chapel would be built.

But in an unlikely end to this story, the artist’s building has now been constructed on the 

grounds of the Blanton Museum of Art, on the campus of the University of Texas at Austin, 

almost exactly as he had envisioned it 30 years ago. Kelly planned the piece, “Austin,” which 

is 2,715 square feet with a 26-foot ceiling, in the final three years of his life with the help of 

Simone Jamille Wicha, the Blanton’s director. (She was made aware of the project by Mickey 

and Jeanne Klein, who are collectors of Kelly’s, alumni of the University of Texas and members 

of the museum’s board.) Wicha helped raise the $23 million necessary for construction and the 

endowment, and sent renderings and sample materials — for everything from the glass panes 

to the granite floor to the limestone used for the building’s exterior (changed from the original 

plan’s stucco to better withstand the Texas climate) — to Kelly’s home in upstate New York, 

where he approved every aesthetic decision. Construction began two months before his death.

“Austin,” which opens to the public this month, is very much the culmination of Kelly’s oeuvre, 

not just a summation of his work’s themes but his masterpiece, the grandest exploration of 

pure color and form in a seven-decade career spent testing the boundaries of both. It is also the 

kind of ambitious fantasy that artists rarely get to execute, in the same category as Christo and 

Jean-Claude’s 20-year attempt to suspend six miles of fabric panels over the Arkansas River 

(a project he abandoned last year) or Michael Heizer’s colossal “City,” a mile-and-a-half-long 

sculpture in the Nevada desert that the artist has been building since 1972 and which the public 

has never seen and perhaps never will. There are precedents for “Austin” — for instance, Donald 

Judd’s sprawling Chinati Foundation complex, which he worked on from 1979 until his death 

in 1994 to showcase his large-scale artworks and those of his contemporaries in the desert of 

Marfa, Tex.; Barnett Newman’s 14-part abstract painting cycle from 1958 to 1966 interpreting 

the stations of the cross; the Chapelle du Rosaire de Vence on the French Riviera, completed 
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in 1951, which was designed by Henri Matisse and displays his work; and Le Corbusier’s 1954 

Notre-Dame du Haut, a Roman Catholic chapel in eastern France. But it’s possible that no 

contemporary artwork of this scale by a major artist has matched its creator’s initial ambitions 

so perfectly as Kelly’s “Austin.”

WHEN I VISITED Texas at the end of November to see the work, I was cautioned by various 

people that “Austin” is not, in any official sense, a chapel. The artist in fact turned down an 

offer to construct the work at a Catholic university because they asked that the building be 

consecrated, according to Kelly’s partner of 32 years, Jack Shear, who described Kelly as “a 

nonbeliever” and “a transcendental anarchist.”

“I mean, it’s gonna be called a chapel whether anyone likes it or not,” Shear told me. But, he 

says, “It’s a chapel really dedicated to creativity. That’s how I see it: It’s a secular chapel.” He 

compared this to the Rothko Chapel, the most inevitable analogue, a brick octagonal structure 

principally designed by the architect Philip Johnson, which features 14 moody, dark paintings 

by Rothko, who killed himself a year before the chapel opened in Houston, Tex. Since 1971, it 

has served as a nondenominational ecumenical center, with rotating texts from most of the 

world’s major religions available on site for visitors to read.

Continue reading the main story

The roots of “Austin” lie in Kelly’s travels through Europe in his 20s. He served there in World 

War II as part of the Ghost Army, a secret unit that staged decoy military operations to confuse 

the Germans. He returned after the war ended and lived in France from 1948 to 1954, a time 

spent visiting his idols like Brancusi (whose distillations of sculpture into simple geometric 

shapes provided a model for Kelly’s later work) and befriending Alexander Calder (who once 

lent him rent money), as well as Merce Cunningham and John Cage (who briefly lived in the 
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same building as he did in Paris). He also developed his ideas about art that focused on pure 

form and color, though his work from this time is heavily indebted as well to the medieval 

architecture he was seeing. An early painting from 1949 — a kind of Cubist portrait that riffs 

on Picasso — is named after Poitiers, a medieval French village known for its Romanesque 

structures, in particular the church Notre-Dame La Grande; Kelly used a part of its facade as the 

basis for the head in his portrait.

If many of Kelly’s influences can be traced to his years in France, he was still very much a New 

York artist — he grew up about an hour outside the city — and by the time he returned to New 

York from Europe he was a fully formed visionary, one who caught the tail end of Abstract 

Expressionism while witnessing the first appearance of Pop. (Kelly referenced both of these 

schools in his work, though he belonged to neither.) From 1970 until his death he worked 

upstate, in a studio outfitted with skylights so he could make use of natural light. Why, then, for 

all his history in and around New York, did he decide to install his most monumental work in a 

town to which he had no real connection?
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One reason is the fact of Texas itself — there was something bewitching about the state for 

artists of Kelly’s generation. Wicha, the Blanton’s director, attributes this to the light, which, 

like everything in Texas, is a little more intense than it is elsewhere. “These skies and these 

huge clouds that we have up here — it’s different,” she said. Judd was drawn to Texas in part 

because he was weary of the superficial chatter of the New York art world — he countered this 

malaise by buying enough land outside Marfa that he eventually owned a parcel nearly three 

times the size of Manhattan. Rothko, too, increasingly isolated by his fame in New York, likely 

thought of his chapel in Texas as a kind of refuge.

Still, the University of Texas — which has 51,525 students and whose most significant 

architectural monument before the arrival of Kelly’s piece was the Darrell K Royal-

Texas Memorial Stadium — is not the first place one would imagine to find a new icon of 

contemporary art. But in many ways the Blanton, which sits on the edge of campus, seems to 

have been a nearly fated home for the work. Part of this is simply because the university and 

museum were totally committed to Kelly’s original vision and were willing to do the grueling 

work of fund-raising for the project. (And in a small but telling detail, Carter Foster, the 

museum’s deputy director for curatorial affairs, has the world’s only original Ellsworth Kelly 

tattoo, which the artist designed for him and took seriously enough as a work that he assigned 

it an inventory number.)

But “Austin” also fits here like a missing puzzle piece, situated so that it faces out toward 

the state capital building, as though staring down the entire city and yet blending into the 

landscape as if it had always been there. This city is known as a progressive beacon in an 

overwhelmingly conservative state. Long the music capital of the Southwest, it is now also a 

burgeoning outpost of the tech industry. But the presence of Kelly here almost instantaneously 

transforms it into an important art destination, the kind of place people make pilgrimages to.

THE CHINATI FOUNDATION and the Rothko Chapel are both testaments to the artists that 

created them — self-monuments that the public can participate in — but they also required a 

great deal of outside help. Judd refurbished most of the already constructed and abandoned 

military buildings of Fort D.A. Russell for the Marfa site, and Rothko enlisted three architects 

to design and build his chapel. Kelly and the Blanton worked with an architect to construct 

“Austin,” but the overall design came from Kelly himself. Rarely has an artist blended art and 

architecture and painting and sculpture so seamlessly, in such a way that it memorializes not 

only his career, but also contains all aspects of it simultaneously. It was his final work, and it 

was planned in his final years of life, when he was on an oxygen tank and too sick with cancer 

to travel. And yet, unlike the Rothko Chapel, which is haunted by the suicide of its creator 

(in a 1958 commencement address at the Pratt Institute, Rothko said art must have “a clear 

preoccupation with death”), “Austin” is an unquestionably joyful space — a place where, as 

Kelly said in the months before his death, he wanted the viewer to be able to go and “rest your 

eyes, rest your mind.”
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“When Ellsworth died, I had never had anybody so close to me die,” Shear told me as we talked 

at the Blanton. “I realized that there’s no language for death in America. I would sit next to 

people at dinner and they would say, ‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ But people’s idea about death is so weird 

in our culture. I say he’s still alive. He’s lucky. He’s an artist. His work is out there and it’s being 

shown. He’s still living in my book.”

A few minutes later we walked to the chapel and went inside. It was close to noon, and the 

sun poured through the glass panes above the entrance, flashes of green and orange and blue 

shimmering onto the granite floors. A full spectrum of light encircled the top arch of one wall, 

shadows bouncing off Kelly’s stations. In this setting, with the light from the panes slowly 

moving across their surfaces, the black and white patterns of the marble panels looked almost 

impossibly dramatic — they had become something primordial, like cave drawings, like the 

concept of black and white itself. Shear and I stood in silence for a time, watching the colors 

move around the room. When we left, Shear placed both hands on the front door and gave it 

a kiss, closing his eyes in a moment of brief fulfillment — as if he were kissing Kelly himself 

goodbye.
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KELLY’S COLORS ONLY GET BRIGHTER WITH TIME
May 20th, 2013

When you live to 90, you collect a lot of  stories. And when you’ve lived the life of  
Ellsworth Kelly, your book can read like a who’s-who in a modern-art museum col-
lection.

“Do you know Bruce Nauman? Have you ridden horses with him?” asked Mr. Kelly, 
the painter and sculptor who turns 90 on May 31. He has, once. “I was with Agnes 
Martin when we visited. A little ski town, Taos.”

Meeting for an interview at Mnuchin Gallery, on the Upper East Side, in advance 
of  a show that opened there last month, Mr. Kelly took several welcome detours in 
conversation, though the task at hand was to talk about yet another show. “Chatham 
Series,” opening May 25 at the Museum of  Modern Art, features the series of  joined 
two-panel, two-color paintings the artist made after leaving New York City for Spen-
certown, 125 miles up the Hudson River, in 1970. MoMA’s exhibition is the first to 



present the full series since its debut at the Albright-Knox Art Gallery in Buffalo, in 
1972.

“Chatham Series” is one of  several shows scheduled during Mr. Kelly’s 90th birthday 
year, and there is plenty of  work to consider—six decades of  paintings, prints and 
sculptures. But one can’t help but encourage the artist to talk about, for instance, his 
brief  encounter with Pablo Picasso in Paris after World War II, as Picasso’s chauf-
feured car squeezed past him on a narrow street: “He saw me and smiled and said, 
‘Do we know each other?’ And it was almost like, ‘Come in.’ And my French was so 
bad I said [to myself], ‘If  I get into that car, he’ll throw me out in the next five min-
utes.’ “

He looked wistful as he recalled that day. “If  I had gotten into the car, my whole life 
would have been changed. You feel like every little decision you make changes your 
life forever.”

Mr. Kelly has done just fine, even without Picasso’s intervention. In a career going 
back nearly to his service in World War II, he has been lionized for his minimalist cel-
ebrations of  form and color, his shaped canvases (the subject of  the Mnuchin show, 
where the entire work is a single color on a canvas stretched into a particular shape, 
thus transforming the painting into an art object) and his sculptural and relief  work. 
Recent and forthcoming shows and special installations also include the Tate Mod-
ern in London and the Barnes Foundation in Philadelphia. Some were prompted by 
the Mr. Kelly’s foundation reaching out to friends, like the Tate’s Nicholas Serota, at 
institutions that already included his work in their collections.

“Well, Jack says, 89 and 91 is not that big a thing,” the artist said, referring to Jack 
Shear, his partner and the director of  the foundation created to preserve and further 
his work. “’It’s 90, it’s important. You’ve got to do something.’”

But beyond exhibits with retrospective angles, Mr. Kelly is also presenting new work. 
His show at Matthew Marks, his longtime New York gallery, includes paintings made 
in the past two years. The work there—in a show called, simply, “Ellsworth Kelly at 
Ninety”—features large reliefs in his trademark rich hues (a deep sky-blue square 
with rounded corners), but also black and white.

“I think that one of  the great things about Ellsworth is he established this vocabu-
lary very early on his career by the late 1950s when he was in Paris,” said Mr. Marks. 
“And he has stuck to it very consistently using the same forms, colors, shapes. Each 
series of  paintings, every few years, through every decade, everything he makes, you 
never have to wonder is that a work by Ellsworth Kelly. And yet it somehow always 
looks new, always looks fresh.”

Chou, Kimberly.   “Kelly’s Colors Only Get Brighter With Time.” The Wall Street Journal, May 20, 2013, p. A24.



Mr. Kelly still works out of  a studio in Spencertown, where he has lived for more
than 40 years. When he first moved there from the city, he was struck by the differ-
ence in the heights of  buildings, which inspired the drawings that led to his “Cha-
tham Series” of  joined horizontal and vertical panels. “I think it must have been 
something with the difference in architecture, from a country town and the city—the 
city is so vertical,” he said. “You don’t really look up unless you’re from out of  town.”

Each of  the “Chatham” paintings features two joined rectangular panels of  differ-
ent color combinations and different heights and lengths. When joined, they make a 
reversed “L” shape.

“Drawing is really the engine of  my work,” he said. “I have these spurts in my mind 
and all of  a sudden I feel like, ‘Ah, that’s the solution to something.’ For a long time, I 
had these enough, constantly, and now as I get older I’m wearing it out, I think.”

But those who know him continue to marvel at his output.

“I think one of  the things that is great about being 90, he only feels his body. His 
sense of  wonder, wanting to create more [are still there],” Mr. Shear said.

And the attention being paid to Mr. Kelly now, 90th birthday or no, has an extra 
poignancy. Though he had his first MoMA retrospective 40 years ago, his star has 
climbed more steadily in the last two decades. “Ellsworth was not a superstar,” said 
MoMA curator Ann Temkin. “He was never unknown or unappreciated, but the stat-
ure he enjoys today is something that wasn’t as widely acknowledged some years back. 
He’s still making great paintings and sculptures and drawings. It’s not just looking 
back but it’s looking forward as well, and that’s quite extraordinary.”

Chou, Kimberly.   “Kelly’s Colors Only Get Brighter With Time.” The Wall Street Journal, May 20, 2013, p. A24.
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GOINGS ON ABOUT TOWN: ELLSWORTH KELLY
May 20th, 2013

Speaking recently about the burst of  terrific new paintings by the artist, now in his 
ninetieth year, the Tate London’s director, Nicholas Serota, bracketed Kelly with 
two other nonagenarians at the tops of  their games: Matisse in 1949 and Picasso in 
1971. The comparison is not strained. Works in the artist’s late mode of  two-layered 
canvases—a polygonal or curved unit, snug to the edges of  a rectangular ground—
deliver pictorial punches with sculptural heft, in rousing combinations of  black or 
primary colors with white. There are morning-fresh surprises, including a lobed C 
shape in reflective enamel and a painting derived from a fifty-one-year-old paper 
collage: two small, squiggle-shaped canvases in orange, crossing the bottom edge of  
a lambent expanse of  gold. These feel like trophies, awarded to us for being clever 
enough to have been born with eyes. 

Through June 29. (Marks, 522 West 22nd St.; 523 West 24th St.)
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BARNES FOUNDATION PRESENTING ELLSWORTH KELLY SHOW
April 29th, 2013

The Barnes Foundation is celebrating the first year in its new home by mounting 
its first-ever solo artist exhibition: a group of  five large wall sculptures by celebrated 
American artist Ellsworth Kelly.

The Barnes’ first contemporary art exhibition in 90 years and one of  more than a 
dozen exhibits worldwide celebrating Kelly’s 90th birthday, it also marks a homecom-
ing of  sorts for one of  Kelly’s earliest and most important works: “Sculpture for a 
Large Wall,” which was commissioned for a downtown Philadelphia building and 
displayed for four decades after its 1957 installation.

The 65-foot-long sculpture of  104 anodized aluminum panels was removed during 
renovations and sold, much to the shock and dismay of  the local arts community. It 
was purchased in 1998 by cosmetics magnate Ronald Lauder and promptly donated 
to the Museum of  Modern Art in New York, which has loaned the piece to the 
Barnes for the show “Ellsworth Kelly: Sculpture on the Wall,” on view from May 4 to 
Sept. 2.

Kelly, at the Barnes on Tuesday for a preview of  the exhibition, said he is pleased that 
“Sculpture for a Large Wall” still looks fresh more than 50 years after it was made.

“You don’t have to ask what it means, you don’t have to ask what it’s for. It just looks 
right, and I think it glistens,” he said. “I’m surprised how new it looks.”

He said the work, comprised of  four rows of  syncopated panels in varying forms and 
colors, was inspired by his time in Paris.

“I was always struck by the lights on the bridges reflecting in the Seine,” he said. “It 
sparkles.”



Originally given the simple title “Philadelphia Transportation Building Lobby Sculp-
ture,” the work was commissioned by architect Vincent Kling. The city’s first piece of  
abstract public art as well as Kelly’s first commission, the sculpture is “a manifesto 
work from the 1950s,” said Barnes curator Judith Dolkart.

The sculpture was meant to be viewed at eye level but was installed above a bank of  
elevators so from the start, “it didn’t work with the architecture very well,” Kelly said.

He also believed the work wasn’t treated with due care while the building was shut-
tered and awaiting a new tenant — it became a law firm’s headquarters several years 
after Conrail left in 1993 — and he noted that a group of  brass screens he made for 
the same building vanished in the 1960s.

“I’m sorry that it had to be taken away from Philadelphia but the building had 
changed,” he said. “When it’s public work, sometimes you have to fight for it.”

Also in the exhibit are four other large Kelly wall sculptures dating from 1986 to 
2012, as well several drawings that were studies for the Philadelphia work.

Kelly was commissioned to create a sculpture for The Barnes Foundation, which re-
located its world-renowned collection a year ago from its longtime home in suburban 
Merion to a new building near the Philadelphia Museum of  Art after a long legal 
battle. The 40-foot stainless steel sculpture called “The Barnes Totem” stands at the 
head of  a reflecting pool on the north side of  the building.

Loviglio, JoAnn.   “Barnes Foundation Presenting Ellsworth Kelly.” Washington Examiner, April 29, 2013.
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AN ABSTRACT MASTER PUTS ON A PLANT SHOW
May 25th, 2013

Throughout his career, American abstract painter and sculptor Ellsworth Kelly—
famed for panels of  saturated color, grids of  varying shades like organized confetti 
and shapes layered upon each other—has nurtured a second occupation: closely 
observed drawings of  plants.

On June 5, 74 of  these works—six decades’ worth—will go on view at New York’s 
Metropolitan Museum of  Art.

“When I see a white piece of  paper, I feel I’ve got to draw,” Mr. Kelly said. “And 
drawing for me is the beginning of  everything.”



“Plant Drawings” includes his first of  the genre, made in Boston and Paris in the late 
1940s, as well as others made as recently as last year in upstate New York. Mr. Kelly 
describes his earliest attempts as “a little brutal,” and his later work, refined to con-
tour lines and “voluptuous” shapes, as more sophisticated. “When I finish, when I 
compare it to what I looked at, it’s never as good. Nature wins,” he said. “But now, 40 
years, 30 years, 20 years later, I see that I was pretty good.”

Mr. Kelly, 89 years old this month, spoke to The Wall Street Journal this week. Below, 
an edited transcript.

Wall Street Journal: When did you begin to draw plants?

Ellsworth Kelly: “Ailanthus” [1948] is the first plant drawing that I did, in Boston. 
Later on you’ll see a drawing of  just the branch that I made, 40 years later. “Hya-
cinth” [1949] was the first one I did when I was in Paris. It was cold and the hotels 
were not very well heated, so I bought a flower in the flower market and brought it 
into the hotel room to think about spring.

In Paris, I continued drawing constantly, people, and then when I got back to New 
York, I drew plants, rather. In my studio down in Coenties Slip, I had a loft with a 
roof. I planted sunflowers and all kinds of  things on the roof. From then on, in the 
summers, I would continue to draw.

My ideas come, and I draw. And I draw because I have to note down my ideas. Not 
so much in the plant drawings. I have to see my plants.

All my paintings are usually done in drawing form, very small. I make notations in 
drawings first, and then I make a collage for color. But drawing is always my notation. 
And I think artists all work that way really. I’m not special. But I like plants, and I 
don’t think anyone else draws like this, today. I’m special in that way.

How do the plant drawings speak to your relationship to shapes?

The negative space is like one of  my shapes, and when you look at a drawing of  mine 
you can call off the number [of  shapes]. Matisse draws what I call the essence of  the 
plants. He leaves a shape open. He’ll do a leaf  and not close it. Everybody used to 
say, oh, I got it all from Matisse, and I said, “Not really.”

Chou, Kimberly.   “An Abstract Master Puts on a Plant Show.” The Wall Street Journal, May 25, 2012.



[Mine] is a different kind of  spirituality. It’s more a portrait of  a plant. I do the con-
tours, and I make space by overlapping. I don’t want to put shading in because they’re 
about drawing, not about shading.

Shape and color are my two strong things. And by doing this, drawing plants has 
always led me into my paintings and my sculptures.

Chou, Kimberly.   “An Abstract Master Puts on a Plant Show.” The Wall Street Journal, May 25, 2012.
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MATTHEW MARKS ON LURE - AND CHALLENGES - OF SHOWING
ART IN L.A.
January 19th, 2012

Knowing that New York art dealer Matthew Marks would be busy Thursday night 
with the debut of  his L.A. gallery, which opens with a small but serious Ellsworth 
Kelly show (above), Culture Monster caught up with him during a calmer moment 
last week. 

Despite a reputation for being a touch formal or reticent in person, Marks seemed 
talkative and relaxed. In fact, the dealer who helped start the art scene in Chelsea 
in the 1990s sounded happily, if  temporarily, ensconced in Los Angeles.  He has 
bought a 1920s Spanish house in the Hollywood Hills that he is decorating in part 
with finds from the Rose Bowl flea market, and he has chosen Adrian Rosenfeld from 
his New York gallery as the director of  his new L.A. space.

A few L.A. galleries have reason to be nervous about the competition. (L.A. Louver 



for one, because it shows Ken Price, as does Marks.) But he says he is not following 
the footsteps of  L&M Arts, whose L.A. operation has landed several artists who have 
not previously worked with the gallery. “That’s not my plan, or my sensibility,” Marks 
said.

Next up, after Kelly: a show of  new work by Charley Ray, the L.A. sculptor who 
gave Marks reason to visit the city before he started spending several weeks here each 
winter.

--Jori Finkel

Jori Finkel: Why L.A., why now?

Matthew Marks: We considered London very seriously but my artists already show 
in Europe. One of  the reasons to have a gallery here is that almost all my artists have 
either never shown here at all, or haven’t shown here in a very, very long time. It was 
also a question of  where my artists really wanted to show. They know that if  they 
do a show in Los Angeles, it will be seen by a lot of  other artists -- their peers and 
younger artists. And conversely, if  they never show their work in Los Angeles, a lot of  
artists will never see their work or only see it from reproduction or on the Web, and 
that’s not the same thing.

JF: You picked an odd, off-beat location in West Hollywood [1062 North Orange 
Grove], not part of  a gallery neighborhood or high-end shopping area. Did you con-
sider Culver City?

MM: I did, but it never seemed really charming to me. I liked the Blum & Poe space 
but what am I going to do: get a great big building right across the street? That’s not 
my thing. . . . What I like about this is that it’s not on the main streets, Santa Monica 
Boulevard or Fairfax. Here I’m the last commercial building on a residential street, 
a quiet little street. It was instinctual. I thought to myself  I would like to live in this 
area. I asked a couple of  clients  who live in Beverly Hills and Bel Air if  they would 
be able to drive here, and they said it’s really easy, no problem. And that was it: I did 
it.

JF: Do you have visitor parking?

MM: We’re working on that.

JF: A lot of  people from the art world in New York are surprised to discover how 
shallow the collecting base in L.A. really is.  Will you still be selling primarily to East 
Coast and European clients?

Finkel, Jori.   “Matthew Marks on Lure - and Challenges - of  Showing Art in LA.” Los Angeles Times, 
January 19, 2012.



MM: I sent out announcement cards for our exhibition of  Ellsworth Kelly and took 
the ads out in the art magazines, and all the phones ring and everyone wants to buy 
all the paintings. And of  course all those people calling are from New York, Europe, 
San Francisco. I am artificially trying to hold some pictures back, because I think for 
my first show in my Los Angeles gallery, it would be nice to have something left for 
Los Angeles collectors. Then I think: They’re adults; they could call just as well as ev-
eryone else. So I’m not under any illusions, but on the other hand I think that if  you 
show really good work consistently, there is the possibility that you will be educating 
people and a market could be developed.

JF: Were any of  your artists or staff  nervous about your expansion here?

MM: Everybody loves Los Angeles or the idea of  Los Angeles. The only possible 
negative feeling was that I would get a little too excited about the city and move here. 
Every December, I’d call my artists to say Merry Christmas and Happy New Year and 
I’m going to Los Angeles for the month of  January, and you know how to reach me 
if  there are any issues. Everyone was always: I hope you’re coming back.

JF: Could you ever see yourself  moving here?

MM: Not really. My whole family is in New York, and I have a great big gallery in 
New York, with a lot of  responsibility and 30 employees.

Finkel, Jori.   “Matthew Marks on Lure - and Challenges - of  Showing Art in LA.” Los Angeles Times, 
January 19, 2012.
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ELLSWORTH KELLY: AN INTERVIEW WITH GWYNETH PALTROW
October 2011

This fall, Ellsworth Kelly has two monumental shows in Munich—one museum 
retrospective of  a lifetime of  plant drawings, and another a collection of  his black-
and-white paintings and reliefs—as well as an one exhibition in Boston of  his natural 
wood sculptures. These come on the heels of  a number of  other shows featuring Kel-
ly in 2011, including a display of  recent two-panel relief  works at Matthew Marks 
Gallery this past spring (Kelly is also designing the facade of  Matthew Marks’ first 
Los Angeles gallery space, set to open in January.) That’s a lot on the plate of  any art-
ist, let alone an 88-year-old one who has been pioneering abstraction since the 1940s.

Kelly is perhaps the only contemporary artist who has consistently produced great 
work for seven decades, and not just in one medium or one surface either. He is 
mostly known for his bold, charged, monochromatic color panels absent of  a frame 
to emphasize their sculptural possibility—works that not only openly fought the 
popular “dance of  dripping” of  Abstract Expressionism when Kelly first created 
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ELLSWORTH KELLY: AN INTERVIEW WITH GWYNETH PALTROW
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This fall, Ellsworth Kelly has two monumental shows in Munich—one museum 
retrospective of  a lifetime of  plant drawings, and another a collection of  his black-
and-white paintings and reliefs—as well as an one exhibition in Boston of  his natural 
wood sculptures. These come on the heels of  a number of  other shows featuring Kel-
ly in 2011, including a display of  recent two-panel relief  works at Matthew Marks 
Gallery this past spring (Kelly is also designing the facade of  Matthew Marks’ first 
Los Angeles gallery space, set to open in January.) That’s a lot on the plate of  any art-
ist, let alone an 88-year-old one who has been pioneering abstraction since the 1940s.

Kelly is perhaps the only contemporary artist who has consistently produced great 
work for seven decades, and not just in one medium or one surface either. He is 
mostly known for his bold, charged, monochromatic color panels absent of  a frame 
to emphasize their sculptural possibility—works that not only openly fought the 
popular “dance of  dripping” of  Abstract Expressionism when Kelly first created 



them in Paris after World War II, but works that have actually changed our aesthetic 
understanding of  how color and shape penetrate the eye and inform the space around 
it. His artistic practice has also included figuration in black ink portraits, self-por-
traits, and nature studies, which he’s sketched ever since he was a teenager; large-scale 
industrial sculptures that flare out and cleave the air, almost part flower petal, part 
space ship; and his most recent relief  paintings, which stack panels of  competing 
colors over one another to create planes, grounds, and explosive juxtapositions. But in 
whatever genre Kelly is working, there is an aura of  poetry and mystery to his work—
something that can’t quite be pinned down, but suggests its foundations in observa-
tions of  nature, personal relationships, religion, feelings about conflict and geopoli-
tics (Kelly has, in the past, suggested that the Iraq War inspired some of  his canvases 
and even famously proposed his own memorial to 9/11, in which he envisioned a 
mound of  planted green grass at Ground Zero) or just a simple obsession with color 
waves. He is one of  America’s premiere masters of  form. He’s also a great storyteller. 
Having left New York City behind him in 1970 for fear his social life was over-
whelming his creative life, Kelly moved three hours north to his current rolling-hilled 
compound in Spencertown, where he lives and works with his partner, photographer 
Jack Shear. Architect Richard Gluckman designed his current labyrinthian studio—it 
serves not only for painting, but as storage space, an office, library, and archive, and 
will eventually comprise the artist’s foundation. Kelly hurries through the rooms with 
extraordinary energy, even though he is often on oxygen, with a clear cable trailing 
behind him. The sky was bright blue on the July afternoon that collector and admirer 
Gwyneth Paltrow visited Kelly to take a tour of  his headquarters and ask him ques-
tions about his life in the arts.

ELLSWORTH KELLY: [standing in the exhibition room of  his studio] Here are 
some new works I’ve done. The blue in front is the form and the black is the ground. 
[Blue Relief  With Black, 2011] Except the wall is the ground. So it’s a form on the 
ground on the wall. This way my paintings become more like objects. People are 
always trying to do something different, but I feel I’ve been doing this kind of  work 
for quite awhile!

GWYNETH PALTROW: When did you first start making three-dimensional paint-
ings?

KELLY: In Paris in the late ’40s, I started making my first reliefs. They are separate 
panels. I wanted to do something coming out of  the wall, almost like a collage. I did 
a lot of  white reliefs when I started because I liked antique reliefs, really old stuff.

PALTROW: Like what?

Paltrow, Gwyneth, and Ellsworth Kelly.   “Ellsworth Kelly.” Interview, October 2011, pp. 122–31.



KELLY: Roman and Greek reliefs. And then the Romanesque works in the 12th and 
13th centuries, where they did a lot of  relief  sculptures of  figures. I had liked Ro-
manesque art from the very beginning of  my studies . . . And here is another work 
[Black White Black, 2010]. It’s three panels, black, white, and black. When you stand 
in the middle and look straight at the white, something happens to the black in your 
peripheral vision, something happens to the edge. If  you look closely, it’s not a paint-
ed edge, it’s a real edge.

PALTROW: It’s very sculptural, almost architectural.

KELLY: That’s what I’ve done in my paintings mostly. I want each color to have its 
own area of  itself.

PALTROW: Why did you start painting on panels in Paris?

KELLY: It meant I could move things easily! [laughs] I started in the South of  
France, and when I went back to Paris, I put them all in a box, like 64 panels. I don’t 
remember how I did it, but I got them all in the back of  my car with all of  my other 
paintings and went back to Paris with them. [walks into studio, where a number of  
drawings are propped on the shelf] Here are some works from my own drawing col-
lection. This is a little Matisse from 1913 in Morocco. And here is a Bonnard. And 
here is Picasso. And this is a little Jasper Johns.

PALTROW: Beautiful.

KELLY: Jasper gave it to me when he came for Thanksgiving. He said, “Here is a 
little present for you.”

PALTROW: How is he doing?

KELLY: I just saw him the other night over at Aggie [Agnus] Gund’s house. He 
always has a very interesting shirt on. This one was brown, orange, and black. Al-
most like a tapis from New Guineau. Oh, I want to show you the façade of  Matthew 
[Marks]’s new gallery that I’m working on. [walks farther into studio] I haven’t shown 
it to anyone. I haven’t been allowed. [He removes a piece of  fabric from a model of  
the L.A. gallery façade, white with a metal strip across the top of  the edifice.] You’re 
the first person who has seen it. Matthew suggested I do something for the wall. First 
I thought he wanted something like a medallion. Then I had this idea for this bronze 
sculpture. I think I may be the first artist who has actually done something like this, 
changed a building. But that’s still an ornament. I suppose Frank Gehry did some-
thing close to it in Venice [California] when he installed the big binoculars by Claes 
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Oldenburg [and Coosje van Bruggen].

This isn’t an ornament. It’s part of  the architecture. Renzo Piano told me, “You 
know, architects now are doing buildings like your paintings.” Do you like it?

PALTROW: I love it. It’s so you. Has Matthew already started building the new gal-
lery?

KELLY: Yes, and he tore down the old building. Not only that, he got rid of  the trees 
in front and the telephone poles. He paid to have the lines run underground. He’s 
really dedicated to this idea. [moves into another room of  the studio] And here is the 
work for a show I’m doing of  my wood pieces in Boston. I don’t put any veneer on 
the wood because I don’t want to make it into furniture. These are from ’87, I think. 
This wood is padauk, which is famous for being poisonous. And this is zebrawood.

PALTROW: Was it the quality of  the wood that inspired you?

KELLY: Yes, and I wanted to do as little as possible to the wood. So there’s this 
wonderful curve. When you’re standing in front of  it, the curve is swift, isn’t it? The 
eye takes it in in a second. But the marks on the wood took a hundred years or more 
to be made. The marks are a given. The swiftness of  the curve versus the marks that 
took so long to be made—I love it. I will never paint this way. It’s like a chance situa-
tion. Anything that grows like this is chance. The markings look like fire sweeping up.

PALTROW: You are making this juxtaposition between the cleanliness of  the line 
and the organic material. What do you think you are communicating?

KELLY: It’s about perception, to feel it somehow. It’s a special way of  looking. I have 
trained my eye over and over ever since I was a kid. I was a bird watcher when I was a 
little boy. My grandmother gave me a bird book, and I got to like their colors. I said, 
“Jesus, a little blackbird with red wings.” That was one of  the first birds I saw in the 
pine tree behind my house, and I followed it as he flew into one of  the trees—like 
he was leading me on. In a way, that little bird seems to be responsible for all of  my 
paintings.

PALTROW: One of  the things I’ve always loved so much about your art is the ruth-
less efficiency of  your work—your color, your lines. But there is a tenderness to your 
work at the same time. It’s pristine and efficient and yet deeply emotional. That’s how 
I see them.

KELLY: I was taught to draw very well when I was in school at Boston. And I grew 
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to enjoy drawing so much that I never stopped. I think all of  my work comes out of  
drawing. [turns to a table in his studio] Here are some studies I’ve done, drawings of  
rectangles. They are ways for me to see how structures work.

PALTROW: This is how you are able to find out the way in which one shape overlaps 
another and brings a sense of  emotion.

KELLY: Yes. Like layering one hand on another, or anything to do with the body 
touching. We’re always aware of  it. It’s something we as humans do a lot and it ends 
with kissing and then . . . going to bed. We’re always conscious of  the curves, and I 
want my works to be sexy or voluptuous. People will say, “Oh, well it isn’t so volup-
tuous. Your work is very simple.” They say, “You are taking too much away.” But I say, 
“No, I don’t put it in to begin with.”

PALTROW: You edit before you begin. I see. Well, I find your work very sexy.

KELLY: Today before you arrived I thought, “What is she going to dress like? How 
do I see her?” I always foresee people. And I’m glad you wore gray. I was thinking, 
Oh, she won’t want to wear color.

PALTROW: Gray is my favorite color. And I didn’t want to compete with your work.

KELLY: Gray goes with gold. Gray goes with all colors. I’ve done gray-and-red 
paintings, and gray and orange go so well together. It takes a long time to make gray 
because gray has a little bit of  color in it. I can’t remember what I mixed in to my 
gray-and-orange painting. I keep a little source diary on my colors. I get so excited 
when I finish a painting that I forget about the work of  doing it. And I have to wear a 
mask now when I paint, because my oxygen level is low. My lungs are not so hot. I’m 
not a smoker. The doctors said, “What the hell is going on?”

PALTROW: Is it from the chemicals from painting?

KELLY: Yes, I think it was 60 years of  turpentine [in the paint] that messed up my 
lungs. But actually now I feel better than ever and I can paint. [returns to table, look-
ing at drawings] Here are some plant drawings. This one is a banana leaf. See the way 
it overlaps? You don’t have to put shading in. I don’t like shading. Just the line. As I 
say, the line is the excuse. And it’s fast. It’s always fast. [turns to book of  drawings] 
These are portraits I did in Paris. And this one was done in the war, in 1944. It was 
done in a tent with a candle.

PALTROW: Did you keep drawing supplies in your army bag with you?
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KELLY: I bought them where I could. And I did a painting like this one, holding 
a bugle. I actually showed a photograph of  that painting [Self  Portrait with Bugle, 
1947] to [Fernand] Léger when I went back to Paris after the war because he had a 
school there. When he saw the photograph, he said in front of  his class “This guy 
should go back to America and blow his bugle.” [laughs] I left. I never went to him 
again. [opens another book of  drawings] Here are self-portraits. I was visiting a 
sculptor in Spain, and his bathroom was all mirrored. So I went in to take a shower 
and shave and I said, “Oh my god, I have to draw this.” [turns page] And I drew this 
portrait of  me at the Mayo Clinic, getting a heart treatment [Self  Portrait at the 
Mayo Clinic, 1987]. I was very worried because they said there was a percentage of  
people who didn’t make it through the operation. I was so upset. But what I did was 
take this little piece of  paper that was in my wallet and drew this self-portrait and 
then I felt better.

PALTROW: I wanted to ask you about your time serving in the army. You went over-
seas for World War II. Did you volunteer?

KELLY: I went to Pratt [Institute] right after high school. I was there for a year, 
and I read an article in the paper about the Army working with camouflage in Fort 
Meade, Maryland. I didn’t want to be in the infantry, so I wrote them saying, “I’m 
an artist and I’d love to be in your outfit.” They said, “Get in the Army. We have your 
name. We’ll find you.” And that’s what they did. Life had been peaceful up until high 
school, but the business of  the Nazis and Pearl Harbor was very strong, and I guess I 
wanted to insist that I could live a man’s life.

PALTROW: Did you design camouflage while in the army?

KELLY: I did posters. I was in what they called the camouflage secret army. This was 
in 1943. The people at Fort Meade got the idea to make rubber dummies of  tanks, 
which we inflated on the spot and waited for Germans to see through their night 
photography or spies. We were in Normandy, for example, pretending to be a big, 
strong armored division which, in fact, was still in England. That way, even though 
the tanks were only inflated, the Germans would think there were a lot of  them there, 
a lot of  guns, a whole big infantry. We just blew them up and put them in a field. 
Then all of  the German forces would move toward us, and we’d get the call to get 
out quick. So we had to whsssh [sound of  deflating] package them up and get out of  
there in 20 minutes. Then our real forces, which were waiting, would attack from the 
rear.

PALTROW: So in a way, it was just like an art installation! That’s amazing.
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KELLY: One time, we didn’t get the call and our troops went right by us and met the 
Germans head on. Then they retreated, and they saw our blow-up tanks and thought 
they were real and said, “Why didn’t you join us?” So, you see, we really did make-
believe.

PALTROW: It’s the perfect job for an artist in combat.

KELLY: We even had the tank sounds magnified because tanks would go all night 
long.

PALTROW: You must have loved France, to stay there like you did and study after 
the war.

KELLY: I loved Paris. My best friend in the army, Griswold, from an old Lyme, Con-
necticut, family, he met Picasso. This guy looked like one of  Picasso’s blue period 
models. In fact, there are a couple of  drawings that Picasso did of  Griswold. You see, 
we were stationed about 10 miles outside of  Paris for a while. There was one train 
that took us in at four in the afternoon, and then we would have to walk back. We’d 
get back at five in the morning and have to go directly to work. But it was wonderful. 
Anyway, I went back to Boston after that and stayed for a while. I remember I went 
into the bar downstairs from where I was living. This was in 1946 or 1947. It’s the 
bar where I’d have a beer with friends, and I saw this little box moving like a movie. I 
said, “Oh my god, what’s that?” The guy said, “It’s a television.” I said, “I’d better go 
back to Paris.”

PALTROW: So the invention of  television made you return!

KELLY: Yes. But for an artist going to Paris was an old tradition by that point. I was 
so poor, and France was cheap, and I had a G.I. Bill. I didn’t come back from Europe 
until I was 30, and by then I already figured out my style of  painting. In France, 
they thought I was too American. And when I came back, people said, “You’re too 
French.” I just stuck to my guns and continued painting. I thought I had something 
really important that came to me in France. That was hard, though, because it was 
right at the moment of  the breakthrough of  the Abstract Expressionists.

PALTROW: I know you shared a studio with Agnes Martin for a while. Will you tell 
me a little bit about your friendship with her?

KELLY: We lived in the same building, two buildings right next to each other that 
had the same stairway. I was on the right, she was on the left. It was down by the 
Staten Island Ferry dock on Coenties Slip. She had a higher ceiling than my studio 
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because she was on lower floor, so sometimes I’d say, “I have a painting I want to do 
that’s bigger than my room. Do you mind if  I do it in yours and you can take off for 
a while?” We became friends almost immediately when we met. I remember I’d sit on 
the couch in her place, and in front of  the couch was a wood plank, and Agnes would 
pick it up and you’d look down and see water.

PALTROW: Really?

KELLY: Yes, because we were on the East River, literally. We were one block away 
from it.

PALTROW: You and Agnes were really close?

KELLY: She was like an older sister, a buddy. When I was finally able to buy a car, 
a Volkswagen, we used to drive to the beach a lot together. We talked about poetry 
and reading and all of  that. There were lots of  artists down near Coenties Slip—Bob 
Rauschenberg and Cy Twombly, who used Rauschenberg’s studio when he got started. 
This was in the ’50s. Rauschenberg was something of  a mentor to him.

PALTROW: I would have thought it might have been the other way around.

KELLY: No, Bob had a great influence on Cy. I eventually moved away from Coenties 
Slip up to Hotel des Artistes on 67th Street. I was on the ninth floor, the top floor. 
The elevator wasn’t big enough, and I’d have to stand on the top of  the elevator and 
get my paintings down that way. Finally, I thought, I’m not going to paint any more 
pictures here. It was just too much. And they were turning it all into a cooperative 
and wanted me to buy it.

PALTROW: Is that when you moved up here to the country?

KELLY: Yes, in 1970. And another reason I moved was that I was doing too much 
social stuff in New York. I wasn’t painting anymore. Also in ’69, Bill Rubin at the 
Modern [MoMA] had offered me a show and I thought, “Geez. I’d better get busy.” I 
started doing sculptures up here. But when you go away, you miss New York. When I 
go down now, I feel the energy again. But it’s like Bob [Rauschenberg] went to Cap-
tiva [Island], and Jasper Johns moved up near here a couple of  years ago. He used to 
have a place in South Carolina. And Roy Lichtenstein was out in Long Island. You’re 
out in Long Island now, in the Hamptons, but just for the summer, right?

PALTROW: Yes. I’m in London for most of  the year. I married a British musician, so 
I live there for the most part now.
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KELLY: I don’t watch very much television, but Jack and I saw you on Glee. You were 
so good in that.

PALTROW: Oh . . . ? Thank you!

KELLY: You really looked like a teacher to those kids. You sang and danced like 
crazy, and you looked like you were having a lot of  fun.

PALTROW: I had a great time. And I love picturing you two watching Glee.

KELLY: You also did a movie where you sang.

PALTROW: That’s right. My father always used to tease me and say, “You can imi-
tate everyone else’s singing, but you don’t know what you really sing like.” This past 
year, I feel like I finally found my voice in a way—my own voice—just because I was 
doing so much singing, doing so many different styles, performing in public. It’s a 
position I really didn’t expect to be in. It’s very vulnerable.

KELLY: It’s like what Jasper is famous for saying. How do you explain your paint-
ings? He said, “Well, you do one thing and then you add something else to it.”

PALTROW: Yes, you just let the truth emerge.

KELLY: With painting, it’s all in the eye. My eye is very impersonal. It can say what 
is good and what is bad right away.

PALTROW: I have always seen a lot of  horizons in what you do. I wondered about 
that in connection to Agnes Martin.

KELLY: She’s wide open. She painted the desert. She loved the desert.

PALTROW: When she moved to New Mexico, she brought her works down in size, 
five-feet-by-five-feet from six-by-six. But it’s funny, she shares with you that sense 
of  efficiency. But your work is more emotional, where hers is more spiritual. But it’s 
interesting how much can be expressed in a single line.

KELLY: I came up against that a lot with people who don’t think my content is vis-
ible. Or find it lacking. I always say, “It’s not a Marilyn Monroe.”

PALTROW: I think, for me . . . Obviously, everyone has different tastes, but I find 
your art the least kind of  narcissistic because you’re presenting something that a 
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person is able to feel. I get why Andy Warhol was a genius, but for me, it’s a bit too 
self-aware. It’s too all about him.

KELLY: Well, that’s why he’s so famous, I think. A lot of  young painters even now 
love to incorporate celebrity. One idea of  being a painter is to use what’s happening 
at the time. Velázquez was painting of  his time. And so was Rembrandt. And Francis 
Bacon was painting his time in London. He was a real mover, but he saw the insect 
in the rose. But yes, when I do a painting, I want to take the “I did this” out of  it. 
That’s why I started using chance, like the markings on the wood. I never wanted to 
compose. I didn’t want to say, “I do curves this way, and make this a square, and that 
a rectangle.” I remember when I was a little kid, the teacher gave us a piece of  con-
struction paper. It had bumps in it. She said, “Today we’re going to do a drawing of  
springtime. Choose a drawing that you want to do of  springtime.” I decided to do a 
flower, a purple iris with green leaves. I drew it very quickly in a pale outline, and I 
noticed when you put your crayon on this paper, it only hit the top. It didn’t go all 
the way down—or through. So I pressed down in order to get rid of  the bumps in 
the paper. When I pressed down I realized I could get a really solid color. I couldn’t 
stay within my lines. I thought, I’m just going to cut this out and glue it on another 
piece of  paper, and I’ll do the stem and leaves the same way. Then when my teacher 
came over she said, “Kelly, we’re not here to make a mess. Go stand in the corner.” 
You know, here was my first collage. But all kids probably do this, don’t they?

PALTROW: Absolutely. Mine do.

KELLY: This was my first collage, building up blocks of  solid color. And everyone 
else was drawing so palely. So I get up and I nervously got in the corner and said, 
“Jesus, adults just don’t get it.”

PALTROW: Weren’t you right . . .

KELLY: I had that feeling with my parents, too. Especially about religion.

PALTROW: Are you very religious?

KELLY: I’m not even a doubter. I’m an atheist.

PALTROW: Do you believe in anything?

KELLY: Nature. What this is.

PALTROW: You’re a pantheist then.
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KELLY: Yes. I want to paint in a way that trees grow, leaves come out—how things 
happen.

PALTROW: It’s funny because I’ve always felt there was so much god in your work.

KELLY: I feel this earth is enough. It’s so fantastic. Look up at the sun. It’s millions 
of  years old and still to be millions more. And there are all the spaces we can never 
see. But my parents sent me to Sunday school. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like the whole 
ceremony of  church. One night, I remember I had to sleep in my parents’ bedroom. I 
can’t remember why. They had three boys, and I was the middle one, so maybe there 
wasn’t room. Anyway, that night I wasn’t asleep yet and I heard my mother say to my 
dad, “Ellsworth asked me a question today that I couldn’t answer. He asked me, ‘If  
heaven is so great, why don’t we just kill ourselves?’ ” Of  course, you’ve heard this kind 
of  story. Kids think these things. She told him that she couldn’t answer my question. 
At that moment I thought, “They don’t know. They don’t know it all.” I think that’s 
the moment that I became an atheist. Who wants heaven? I want another 10 or 15 
years of  being here. When you get to age 90, you have to accept it. This has been my 
life. It is what it was. I put everything into it that I could . . . Does it alarm you that 
I’m an atheist?

PALTROW: No, not at all.

KELLY: I think America should get rid of  this fundamentalism in order to think 
straight.

PALTROW: My feeling is, if  you’re talking about something you believe, you can 
say, “This is what I feel” or “This is what it’s like for me.” But if  you have any self-
awareness, you can’t say what you believe to be true is true. And in that respect, 
religion causes a lot of  the problems in the world. I personally believe in some sort of  
divine order—or energy. I do believe that everything happens for a reason. I do think 
that when something bad happens to someone it’s with the purpose of  awakening 
them. I do think there is some force behind that. I don’t think there are accidents. But 
it’s interesting to have small children like I do who are starting to ask these kinds of  
questions.

KELLY: What do you tell them?

PALTROW: One thing I love so much is getting out of  their way. I’m so aware of  
how powerful a parent’s words are. I try to encourage them to think for themselves, 
and they are completely without prejudice. It’s the most incredible thing. There is no 
difference between black people and white people. They see [Paltrow’s friends] Mi-
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chael and Thomas as a couple the same way they see their father and I as a couple. 
They have absolutely no sense of  what is considered “normal.” They’re open and 
receptive.

KELLY: But there are outside influences coming in, aren’t there? On television. I feel 
TV is only built on money, on advertising, what they are selling.

PALTROW: A lot of  it is.

KELLY: I guess some of  it isn’t. PBS is good to watch. For example, I’m so interested 
now in what is going on with the Republicans. And I watch Rachel Maddow, who is 
really young and tough. She gets you worked up by telling you things that you didn’t 
know about, and then says, “I’ll be back in one minute.” Suddenly you’re watching 
a bunch of  stuff you don’t want to look at. You don’t want to think about buying a 
car or about shaving cream. [Paltrow laughs] I mean, this is them trying to grab your 
brain, to sell you something, to hypnotize you with advertising. But, really, I just can’t 
understand these politicians, especially Republicans. They want to not have Obama 
get anything done. I think it has something to do with race.

PALTROW: They were like that with Clinton as well.

KELLY: Yes, but now even Democrats are saying that he isn’t strong enough. That he 
is acting like a Republican and they voted for a Democrat. He’s strong enough for 
me. I can read an honest person and someone who really wants the best thing to get 
done. I look at Boehner and I say, “He’s not straight.”

PALTROW: Did you ever have a mentor or someone to guide you?

KELLY: I think those six years in Paris I had of  freedom is really what allowed me to 
keep my original ideas. But before Paris, I did meet a woman who was a faith healer. 
I had a stammer as a child and she sort of  took it out of  me. My time in the Army 
was difficult because of  my stammer—I sometimes felt inadequate. So I’d come down 
from Boston to see her in New York. She stayed in that all women’s hotel, the Bar-
bizon. She taught me to relax and self-hypnotize. I eventually had this catharsis, all 
this built-up emotion that I finally let out. But I continued to play with self-hypnosis 
after that. I could tune sounds in and out and control my blood flow. I probably en-
tered some dangerous worlds. I tried to go back to this woman six months later for a 
“rejuvenation,” but she had found religion. She was magic, though.

PALTROW: Have you ever taught art to a student or been a mentor to a younger 
painter?
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KELLY: I knew a young painter who liked my work and wanted me to be his teacher. 
I said, “I can show you the way to do certain things that I know, but I don’t want 
to be a teacher.” Andy Warhol was a teacher without trying. He got a lot of  young 
people interested in his way of  life.

PALTROW: Sort of  Svengali-ish.

KELLY: For me, I just want to make works that mean something. And I don’t know 
where it comes from or what it means all the time. How can you know what abstrac-
tion means? So much abstraction that I see doesn’t have any meaning. It looks like 
design, a set-up. I want something that continues over time.

PALTROW: But it isn’t your job really to create theories for your work. It’s the artist 
job to create from the purest point what they’re doing. It’s our job as an audience to 
go in and try to understand it or not understand it. I think I was about 16 years old 
when I fell in love with your drawings.

KELLY: Sixteen?

PALTROW: I went to school with Anne Bass’s daughter. I was in her apartment, 
and she has a lot of  your drawings. Her daughter was one of  my best friends in high 
school. They had a dining room full of  Monets and a giant Picasso. But I was ob-
sessed with your drawings. They made me understand something about myself  as a 
teenager and put me on a whole other road.

KELLY: You have to be open to it, I guess. I believe people have to be open to what’s 
happening when they’re alive.

PALTROW: I’m proud to say I have a couple of  your plant drawings. I love them.

KELLY: Some fellow recently had taken one of  my plant drawings with a whole 
bunch of  leaves and made a tattoo out of  it. He came to me and said, “Here.” I said, 
“It’s great, but you did it without me, so I can’t number it among my paintings.” But 
do you know Carter Foster? He’s the curator of  drawings at the Whitney. I created a 
tattoo for him, four panels—red, blue, black, green—going up his arm. At the dinner 
at Indochine after my last opening at Matthew Marks Gallery, I asked Carter to stand 
up and roll up his sleeve to show his new tattoo to everyone. I made him get in the 
light so they could really see it. It’s even got a number, so it’s just like a painting.

Gwyneth Paltrow is an Academy Award-winning actress.
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