
ELLSWORTH KELLY Ig23-2ol5

Abstract painter
created simple,
effective works
By charles Desmamis         '

EllsworthKelly,theinfluentialartistwhodied
Sundayatg2,setsuaprisinglymodestgoalsfor`the
impactofhisartontheworld.

Mr.Kellyknewthattheworkmightpuzzlahis
audienceatfirstandadmittedthatitwouldlikely
taketime,overmanyviewings,beforepeople
wouldreallyundefstandwhathewishedtoshare.
ButhealsotoldthesanFranciscoMuseumof
ModemArt-whichholdsmuchofhisaut-tha't"peoplewantaconstant."

"I'dlikemypaintingstobe`inthepreserittense,"
KellycoretinuesoreA±o
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Mr.Kellysaid,andhesucceeded
inmakingworksthatseem
entirelyoutsideoftime.That,of
course,isthewayitiswithtruly
iconicforms:thediskofaplanet
se6ninthesky,theshadowofa
treefallingacrossafield-
thesehavenoage.Mr.Kelly
searchedforsimpleoutlines
thatwouldgenerateabstract
paintingsandsculptureyet
retainechoesofthings,from
leafshapestoremnantsofarchi-
tecture,thathehadseeninthe
everydayworld,andivhichhe
sometimesrecordedinpho-
tographs.Hespokeofexperi-
encinghis"firstabstraction"as
achild,catchingaglimpseof
fragmentsofaroomthrougha
neighbor'swindow.Atany
pointinhislongcareer,thegap
ofblankskybetweentwobuild-
ingsorthepattemofasewer
gratemighthavebroughtinto
beinganewwork.

Parents'eneouragement
BomMay31,1923,inNew-

burgh,N.Y.,Mr.Kellydemon-
stratedanearlyfascinationwith
drawing.Hispragmaticparents
reluctantlyallowedhimtoat-
tend pratt Institute in Brook-
lyn.Aftertwoyears'servicein
themilitaryasacamouflage
artist,heresumedartstudieson
the G.I. Bill at the school of the
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston
and,afterhismovetoparisin
1948,attheEcoleNationale
SuperieuredesBeaux-Arts.

Mr.KellyleftNewYorkata
timewhenmanyyoungartists
hadbegunmbvingtherepartly
becausehecouldnotembrace
theAbstractExpressionism
personifiedbyJacksonpollock

(1912-1956)andwillemdeKoon-
ing(1904-1997).

InParis,Mr.Kellybeganto
experimentwithgenerating
compositionsbfpaintingsfrom
impersonalsourcessuchasthe
fall of shadows on a staircase
andthereflec'tionsofriverside
structuresintheSeine.Bythe
timehereturnedtoNewYorkin
theearlyl95os,hehadevolved
hisownmodeofabstraction,
presentedinhisfirstsoloMan-
hattanshowattheBettypar-
sonsGalleryinlg56.

)

Worldwideezthibitions
Sincehisfirstsologallery

showinParisin1951,Mr.Kelly
hadexhibitionsatmuseumsand
galleriesaroundtheworld,
includingthewhitneyMuseum
ofAmericanArt,thesoloinon
R.GuggenheimMuseum,the
Museum of Modern Art and the
MetropolitanMuseumofArtin
NewYork.

In2oo2,thesanFrancisco
MuseumofModemArtorga-
nized"EllsworthKellyinsan
Francisco,''asurveyofwork
fromBayAreaprivateandpub-
1iccollections,demonstrating
thelargepresenceofhisartin
Northern California. ``Ellsworth
Kellyhaslongbeenapioneerof
abstractpainting,andanex-
ampletoallwhopossessasin-
gle-mindedvisionanddedica-
tiontotheirwork,"SFMOMA
Director Neal Benezra said in an
e-mail.``Ourrelationshipwith
theartisthasbeenprofoundfor

\

manyyears."
With75works-paintings,

sculptureandworksonpaper-
in the combined collection of
SFMOMA and the Doris and
DonaldFishercollection,the
museumholds,Benezrasaid,
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The Sam Francisco Museum of Modern Art displayed abstract artist Ellworth Kelly's sculpture"Stele I" on its rooftop garden in 2oog. His work had a large presence in Northern California.

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
``Spectrum I" (1953) found a
home and audience in S.F.

``oneofthelargestandfinest
collections of E11sworth's work
ofanymuseumintheworld.''A
totalof31ofthoseworks,in-
cludinganunrivaledgroupof
sevenrarepaintingsfromthe
formativeparisperiod,willbe
displayedinfourgalleriesded-
icated to the artist and else-
whereinthebuildingwhenthe
museumreopensMayl4aftera
three-yearexpansion.Mr.Kelly

Ellsworth
Kelly, who
had his first
solo gallery
show in Paris
in 1951, creat-
ed deceptive-
ly simple art.

himselfproudlythoughtof
SFMOMA'splannedpresenta-
tion as a ``museum within a
museum,"andbecameadonor
ofbothworksofartforthecol-
1ectionandmoneytosupport
conservation.

Conneetionwiths.F.
It is clear that the Fishers are a

majorreasonthatsanFrancisco
issuchanimportantrepository
for his art. Indeed, Doris Fisher,
whotalkedwithhim"almost
everyweek,"recalledonemajor
acquisitioninaninterviewthis
yearwiththewallstreet]our-
nal:``E11sworthKellycametous,
Charles schwab and his wife
andsFMOMA,sowepitchedin

andtogetherweboughtlg
works;amongthemwere`Cite'
from1951and`Spectrum1'from
1953."Thosetwoworksalone
(perhapssupplementedbythe
majorlg55paintingintheAn-
derson collection at stan ford
University)wouldmaketheBay
Area a Modern American art
destination.

Inanageofartasspectacle,
artnewsasgossipandartcol-
lectingasspeculativeinvesting,
EllsworthKellyrepresentsan
abidingandstill-untamished
versionoftheModernistidealof
art.AshetoldJohncageina
letterwrittenearlyinhiscareer,
``It shouldmeetthe eye direct."  \
Mr.Kellyleavesbehindclear
evidence of the worth of that
deceptivelysimplethought.

FormercbronicleartcriticKennetb
Bakercontributedtotbi8report.
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